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The Hypervisual Standard 
of American Popular Culture

We are all a nation of peeping toms.
Alfred Hitchcock, Rear Window

Unlike the other nations of the world, the United States has 
based its highest aesthetic standards and most revered institutions 
upon popular preferences and not vice versa. That is to say-and as 
absurd as it may seem-from the Puritans to the present day, the 
principles and innovations employed by our greatest writers and 
painters and musicians and politicians have come simply from a 
popular pastime, that of ogling or looking, watching. Thus, for 
example, when Emerson declares that he becomes "a transparent 
eyebaH"—"! am nothing; I see all; I become part or parcel of God" 
("Nature" 24)—he is projecting this sentiment not from any 
traditional or "serious" literary obligation or even European 
"mysticism," but from a desire merely to acknowledge the exact same 
impetus that will lead the popular quartet of the '50s to rejoice, 
"Standing on the Corner, Watching All the Girls Go By." Indeed, 
both the pragmatic and euphoric ocular activities performed and 
enjoyed by all American citizens on a daily basis serve as the origin 
not only of Jonathan Edwards' "surprising conversion" to the "Light" 
but also of American video mania, pornography, interior decorating, 
advertising, marital love and The Evening Eye-Witness News. This 
"American Religion of Vision" (Meyer 1045) is as much responsible for 
the spectacular successes of Billy Graham as for the high ratings 
garnered by the Super Bowl.

Here, of course, we study or observe popular culture so that we 
may match its original wisdom and standards against the "classics" 
of our society, be these aesthetic, religious, scientific, or political. In 
like manner, we take summer vacations to popular parks or resorts in 
order to test the genuine power and thrill of our own sightseeing with 
that of Zane Grey’s "purple sages" or our national hymns, announcing, 
"America the Beautiful, from sea to shining sea"; or, concomitantly, 
we inevitably test our own observations of polluted rivers and urban 
decay against the felt truth of Faulkner's countrysides ravaged "by 
men with axes and plows" ("Bear" 199) or against the validity of
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Thomas Wolfe's depictions of New York ghettos. Here, the key 
remains the popular, everyday ocular experience; and Hemingway's 
famous short story, "A Clean, Well-Lighted Place," can finally only 
have enduring relevance to us and to our students if it points, on sonte 
primary level, to that often-puritanical hypervisual standard which 
is necessary for the continuation of American art and life as we know 
it. Without acknowledging the presupposition of this eye-ideal, we 
not only remain enslaved to its terrific power, but we also continue to 
mire our "English" classes or history classes or town-meetings in 
methodological tedium or irrelevant procedures. No words can serve 
as our basis for communication unless these words be informed by the 
unique American logic of vision. Emerson simply called this popular 
ideal our "genius in America, with tyrannous eye" ("Poet" 238); and 
George Bush would come to refer to it —albeit mockingly distorted by 
his critics—as the transformation of the citizenry of the United 
States into "a thousand points of light."

In what follows, 1 shall first look briefly at the ubiquitous 
hypervisual ideal informing "pop culture" per se; then 1 shall offer 
some analyses of how "classic American literature" and even 
institutions depend upon the original New-World monogram—the 
flaming "A" of our Adulterous American Aestheticism flaunted upon 
the bosom of public and private citizens from Hester Prynne to the 
girls who traipse upon the scaffolds of Atlantic City seeking the 
mfir.atcly popular hypervisual imprimatur and "crown."

O Say, then. Can YOU See why the popular pamphleteer, 
Thomas Paine, although present in the New World for only a short 
time, immediately sensed that "America thinks and acts upon a 
different system" (Common Sense 30, emphasis added).

I. Our Most Popular Pop-Culture

It is no longer enough to hear rock;
only seeing is believing. 

(Cover-story, Time, Dec. 26,1983)

We study popular culture to avoid accidents. Thus we know it was 
no accident that our famous Liberty Bell cracked upon its first ringing 
—a crack representing our breach with the lyrical "courtly muses of 
Europe" and a crack which we now are quite content merely to go and
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view, when the English, for example, would have immediately fixed 
the bell so that it might sound. Thus we discover that it is no accident 
that New York Harbor features the newly refurbished Miss 
Hypervisual Liberty, with torch held high, in greeting to all our 
visitors and immigrants, rather than offering some traditionally 
chiming and temporal Big Ben. For the same revolutionary reason, we 
know it is no accident that the Englishman is caricatur^ by "Oh, 1 
SAY, old chap"; whereas the American, from Casablanca to Tango 
and Cash characteristically remarks, "See ya', kid" or "Here’s 
looking at you, kid." We thus escape the accident of believing that, 
like the Oxford professor, our dissertation director wants 
scholarship, research and brilliant thinking, when in reality his 
greatest approbation comes in the encomium, "This really LOOKS 
GOOD!" Emerson simply put the irrevocable New-World nose- 
thumbing thus in a popular bon mot: "Eyes wait for no introduction; 
they are no Englishman" (Home Book 597).

It is no accident, then, that our national anthems exult in "the 
dawn's early light" or in the ocular sortie of "Mine Eyes Have Seen 
the Glory"; or that our national seal sports an "eagle-eyed" American 
Eagle of 6X vision and, obversely, a "mystic eye" upon a pyramid; or 
that our best-known poem begins in unforgettably anti-verbal fashion, 
"I think that I shall never see /  A poem lovely as a tree"; or that 
Benjamin Franklin was quick to "improvt the street lamps of 
Philadelphia" so that, via open panes, they might outshine the 
"poorly illuminated streets of London" (1:135) or that, like Emerson’s 
famous "transparent eyeball," he conjoined the macro- and 
nucroscopic lenses into bifocals so that he might "see all"; or that 
Thomas Edison was so obsessed with finding just the right filament 
for his electric light-bulb; or that American scientists demand the 
most powerful telescopes in the world in order to produce the most 
detailed pictures yet of the Milky Way; or that even our telephone 
companies stress the superiority of "fiber-optic" cables or the visual 
screening of numbers before you answer any call.

Indeed, it is not necessary or technically productive for General 
Motors, for example, to offer their customers sixteen different shades 
of "blue" on their Oldsmobiles, or for the American supermarket or 
mega-mart to attempt to overwhelm the shopper with barrages of 
competing colors—Crest’s blues against Colgate’s reds and whites—but 
this apparent excess of eye-options obviously comforts and assures the
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customer that he or she is "getting one's money's worth” or is shopping 
in the presence of the highest "marketing" standards and, of course, in 
"a clean, well-lighted place." The gods of hypervisual selling wish 
to avoid any accidents and uncertainties whatever.

It is becoming obvious, then, that we study popular culture and its 
sensory presumptions or prejudices in order also to protect ourselves 
from the reach of such px)werful biases and instincts into the intimate 
aspects of human life--into the differentiation, for instance, of the 
sexes, a topic which we shall pursue in greater detail in our analyses 
of certain key American writers. But any popular magazine or 
newspaper is quick to call to our attention how "Surgery Lifts Face, 
Spirits" and to bring to mind the tremendous amount of time, money 
and energy Americans spend on "looking good." As a husband 1 may 
truly believe, and influence my wife to believe, that "silicone breast 
implants will save our marriage." Indeed, in a society where 
characteristically the first advice on obtaining a job or mate is 
"p>ersonal appearance" and "first impressions," one cannot help but 
wonder if the high divorce rate in America is not significantly tied to 
the cultural ideal of "love at first sight" or "clothes—and cars—make 
the man,” to the exclusion of more awkward talks between 
prospective mates. In fact, we may even come to the conclusion that 
the ordinary courtship ritual in America, of going to see a movie, 
followed by silent hamburgers and heavy petting in the dark, is but 
perhaps a conspiracy by lawyers and marriage counselors exploiting 
the hypervisual dilemma for monetary gain.

All in all, one must begin to wonder that if a recent issue of Texas 
Monthly is correct in announcing that "the news biz" is "show biz," 
then to what extent is even the apparently most common of public jobs 
providing a kind of "mini-newscast" to its small circle of viewers, 
from the grocery clerk, to the classroom teacher, to the traffic cop, to 
even the slightest activities of that formerly elected movie-star, 
Ronald Reagan himself. "America the Hypervisual" (Meyer 20), as 
it manifests itself in the smallest or most common pep-cultural ways, 
may influence us infinitely more than any "artistic" or "aesthetic 
experience pwssibly could.

Here, one question that always arises, particularly vis-ii-vis 
American youth, is the widespread obsession with music and blaring 
audition. I offer several possibilities in keeping with my thesis on 
this question. The first is that I believe Americans, unlike other
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peoples of the world, see music, rather that hear it. Time’s cover- 
story, in December of 1983, put the paradox thus: "Sing a Song of 
Seeing." From MTV to rock-videos to star-spangled and strobe-lit 
disco-floors, to the recent movie. Flash Dance itself, the American 
youth wants to experience music visually—wants, as one hitch-hiker 
told me, to ”see Willie Nelson sing in Dallas." In the last century, 
Emerson knew this hypervisualized music quite well; and he notes of 
his experience at a concert of Handel's Messiah in 1843 that:

I walked in the bright paths of sound, and liked it 
best when the long continuances of a chorus had made 
the ear insensible to the music, made it as if there 
were none . . . .  I could play tricks with my eyes, 
darken the whole house and brighten and transfigure 
the central singer, and enjoy the enchantment. 
(Emerson 319)

Or, more succinctly, in his journals he simply notes, "That which 
others hear, I see" (7:152). Time’s assertion that "it is no longer 
enough to hear rock; only seeing is believing" or that "people dance 
and drink and date, all while seeing music" (Cocks 54, emphasis 
added) may well vindicate the "idiosyncrasy" of the self-reliant 
American scholar and his "tricks of the eyes." In fact, American 
youths may turn up their home and car stereos so loud because they 
are somehow trying to force the vibrations into visible reality—the 
importance of seeing the car's windows shake in time with the blasts 
form the gigantically mounted woofers and tweeters.

Another possibility, not necessarily exclusive of those stated 
previously, is that the American youth is attempting to escape 
his/her hypervisual milieu and the All-Seeing Eye of 
God/Authority by turning to the ear. For African-Americans, this is 
especially probable in that their cultural predisposition is toward 
the aural or rhythm/"rap." James Baldwin, for example, knew that 
"it is only in his music . . .  that the Negro in America has been able to 
tell his story" (310); and W.E.B. DuBois recognized instinctively that 
the so-called "Sorrow Songs" held his identity and "roots" (2:1762). 
The black youth found on the streets of any of the great metropolitan 
areas, carrying his "ghetto blaster" and wearing "shades" day or 
night, may be desperately trying to stop the assault of his "cultured
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hell" (McKay 166)—of America’s hypervisual distortion in "painting 
the senses white!" (Kellum-Rose 49). The formerly popular slogan, 
"Black is Beautiful," may illustrate well the dilemma of the 
"colored" standing out but wishing to assimilate with mainstream 
American culture. Again, Emerson realized the potential problem by 
declaring that "the eye is final; beyond color we cannot go" (Journals 
14:166, emphasis added). All those well-meaning civil-rights 
workers and stumping politicians who insist that "the color of one's 
skin matters less than the content of one's heart" might well be 
ignoring potent racial and political realities in America the 
Hypervisual.

But whether or not one accepts these analyses of American sensory 
responses to music, one cannot evade the omnipresent obsession that 
popular songs have with the eye. A glance at the song titles from the 
recent 50’s, 60's, and 70's—all of which can be found in Joseph 
Edwards' Top lO's and Trivia of Rock and Roll and Rhythm and 
Blues—bears out the inevitable ocular bias. From "I Saw Those 
Harbor Lights" to "The World Is Waiting for the Sunrise" to "Glow, 
Little Glow Worm" to "Don't Let the Stars Get in Your Eyes" to "The 
Yellow Rose of Texas," accompanying "The Eyes of Texas Are Upon 
You," to "Great Balls of Fire" and "The Night Has a Thousand Eyes," 
we find the popular American "transcendentalism" at work—"On a 
Clear Day, You Can See Forever" and like the transparent eyeball, 
become "part and parcel of God." We "study" such popular 
phenomena because, like Johnny Nash, in 1972, we want to declare, "I 
Can See Clearly Now." Or, like Kenny Rogers, we want to ask of our 
potential spouse, "Baby, Do You Love as Good as You Look?" Jonathan 
Edwards was afraid that Satan might come "disguised as an Angel of 
Light"; and we ourselves want to know the truth behind the images of 
friends, lovers, politicians and cellophane-wrapped boxes of cookies. 
From state anthems touting New Mexico's "sky of azure" that is 
"kissed by the golden sunshine" to the cowboy/railroader traveling 
song—"Let the Midnight Special shine its light on me"—we discover 
the "everlastin' light" of the American Religion of Vision—a light 
we must both absorb and question if we want to consider ourselves bona 
fide citizens of what Emerson and Whitman called the 
"incomparable materials" of "these United States" ("Poet" 238).

From John Cage’s musical compositions featuring the popping of 
flashbulbs at bare pianos and stages, to Andy Warhol's gigantic
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Campbell's Tomato Soup can, to Jackson Pollock's rejection of all 
European narrative in his abstract, endlessly spatial p>aintings, we 
have the real gold, not the fool's gold, of New-World 
hypervisualized culture--a culture producing no great German 
existentialists or Italian opera stars but the nineteenth-century 
school of "Luminists” and the twentieth-century nonpareil in light 
writing, Ansel Adams. From Thomas Paine's popular political 
pamphlets announcing, "In language as plain as A, B, C, I hold up 
truth to your eyes" {Crisis 15), to the utilization of newspapers and 
television by present-day "image specialists"—the entourage of 
make-up men and cameramen, for example, testing the light to see just 
what profile and demeanor Ronald Reagan should take when looking 
out across the Berlin Wall (Weisman 188)—we find ourselves 
contending with the Emersonian caveat that "perception is not 
whimsical, but fatal" ("Self-Reliance" 156).

Moreover, since my primary purpose here has been simply to 
expose the hypervisual ideal in all its "popular" power, I shall not 
enter now into the obvious myriad of questions concerning the good or 
bad effects of this intense ocularity—viz., the effect of television upon 
one's imagination or aggressiveness or morals; the effect of 
voyeurism/exhibitionism in "girlie magazines" upon women's rights 
or male sexual response; the effect that "in contemporary American 
politics, public figures are known primarily for their 'images’" 
(Nimmo and Savage 1). I have merely wished to point out that the 
unique and almost inconceivable power of the ocular ideal has been 
the means of addressing D.H. Lawrence's most pertinent question- 
"Why isn't the American a European still, like his father before 
him?" (4)

I now briefly turn to test the extent to which the more "serious" or 
high-cultural life of the New World both manifests the hypervisual 
ideal and employs pop-cultural materials and standards in the 
creation of its works—here, specifically, I turn to look at the classics 
of American literary art in the light of a Walt Whitman's "popular" 
observation about the New-World poet: "The others are as good as 
he, only he sees it and they do not" ("1855 Preface" 715, emphasis 
added).
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IL High Culture and the Common Eye

Why should I wish to see God 
better than this day?

(Whitman, Leaves of Grass)

In the first place, whether we take the literary canon presented 
to us in Brooks’ and Warren's American Literature: The Makers and 
the Making or in Blair's and Miller's The Literature of the United 
States, we are confronted with a riot of ocularity unparalleled in the 
history of cultures. From Edward Taylor's ejaculations—"Oh, if His 
Glory ever Kiss thine Eye" or "Oh! that I had but halfe an eye to 
view/This excellence of thine, undazzled" (130)—to Cooper’s 
Deerslayer transformed into Hawkeye, to Poe’s "Deep into that 
darkness peering" ("Raven" 1:371), to Thoreau's lust for "morning 
air!" (1:781), to Whitman's scintillating catalogues, to Stephen 
Crane's ray of golden sun bursting through "the hosts of leaden rain 
clouds" (538), to Hemingway's desire to "telescope it all into one 
paragraph" ("Snows" 68), to Stevens' demand that the ephebe "see 
the sun again with an ignorant eye" (207), to Flannery O’Connor's 
protagonist, who shouts, "What you see is the truth! . . .  I’ve seen the 
only truth there is!" (103), to Vonnegut's "Deadeye Dick," we have an 
amazing continuum of hypervisual heritage which paradoxically 
eschews all tradition and traditional literary senses for the jealous 
god of American aesthetics: Roethke prays-

If I must of my senses lose___
Take Tongue and Ear—all else I have—
Let Light attend me to the grave 
(8, emphasis added).

Here, for example, it is no accident that the perhaps two greatest 
nineteenth-century American novels, Moby-Dick and The Scarlet 
Letter, exist entirely as extra- or intro-spective explorations—"A 
sharp eye for the White Whale!" (218) or the lurid "Interior of a 
Heart" (142). Here, too, it is no accident that time and time again the 
American author laments the poverty or irrelevance of language and 
European models to pay tribute to the hypervisual ideal, as Thoreau 
confesses that he "cannot exaggerate enough even to lay the
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foundation of a true expression" (1:788), and as Emerson declares, 
"what a little of all we know is said" ("Poet" 239, emphasis added):

When I see the daybreak I am not reminded of those 
Homeric, or Chaucerian, or Shakespearean, or 
Miltonic pictures; nor of Pope and Addison and 
Johnson who write as if they had never seen the face 
of the country (Anthology 50, emphasis added).

A Faulkner may attempt to utilize the thundering rhetoric of the 
Shakespearean "sound and fury"; but the reminder of the actual 
symbol of the "human eye with an electric pupil" (Sound 388) must 
always return him to the indigenous power of Light in August.

Having now given some small indication of the power and range 
of the hypervisual ideal in "classic American literature"—an 
omnipresence and omniscience akin to the explication of the white 
whale itself as, finally, "the great principle of light" (Moby-Dick 
264)—1 wish to explore in some brief detail the more difficult but 
concomitant question of the role of popular culture in the above high 
brow canon. Here, perhaps Washington Irving is a good place to start; 
for he has too often been accused of losing his most successful stories on 
"German folk tales" or "European lore" (Brooks 1:243). In truth, 
Irving's most popular romances must meet the standard of the simple 
American "National Lampoon Vacation" or "Animal-House" 
courtships. That is to say. Rip Van Winkle's flight to the Kaatskill 
mountains produces a vacation of immense hijinks and hypervisual 
reorientation, as Rip flies "back to the future" to replace the portrait 
of "King George" with that of "General Washington." In the 
twinkling of an eye. Rip is transformed, in a fashion akin to the finest 
of today's movie special effects, from happy-go-lucky Tory to wise 
and wizened Whig—an immediate and absolute shift from European 
to American: "'Every thing's changed, and I'm changed, and I can't 
tell what's my name, or who I am!"' ("Rip" 1:249). For Rip, the 
popular pastime of day-dreaming has become the reality of The 
American Dream; and Rip, formerly a hen-pecked husband, can now 
assume his rightful "manifest destiny" as a couch potato "on the 
bench at the inn door" where he is rightfully "reverenced as one of 
the patriarchs of the village."
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In "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," Irving gives us another pop 
art standard, the deliciously ironic expulsion of the English- 
teacher/pop-culturalist, the "singing master" and stereotypical 
"pedagogue," Ichalx)d Crane. This almost cartoonish character, like 
a "scarecrow" or "famine descending upon the land" (1:255), will 
never be allowed to win the hand of the buxom and flirtations 
Katrina Van Tassel-the richly endowed and fertile Miss America 
herself“ but must fall prey to the popular superstition of that very 
mercenary Hessian soldier who had previously and unsuccessfully 
attempted to install the "King's English" by foreign force. In this 
popular scenario, only the handsome "darling of the Hudson River 
Valley," Brom Bones, possesses the physique and wit worthy of 
Katrina; and the ugly and foolishly avaricious Crane is rightfully 
expelled by the horrific "headless horseman" who hurls at his 
victim no mere specter or verbal taunts and wails but, truly, the 
grossly visual, the "shattered pumpkin" found by the "visionary 
inhabitants" of Tarry Town.

In this same but darker vein, Edgar Allan Poe of course gives us 
numerous examples of the use of "ghost stories" as both the standard 
and material of some of our most popular and intriguing American 
literature. "Ligeia," for example, with its overtones of cunning 
derangement and ghastly disfigurement, of marital cruelty and 
murder, offers a powerful mix of "psychological occultism" informing 
many a pulp best-seller, a la Stephen King’s Carrie or Pet Cemetery. 
In accepting and manipulating this popular standard, however, Poe is 
careful to stress the ocular adoration informing the whole of his art. 
He admits the New-World obsession:

What was it--that something more profound than the 
well of Democritus—which lay far within the pupils 
of my beloved? What was it! Those eyes! those 
large, those shining, those divine orbs! (1:413).

Significantly, in this popularization of the Christian resurrection 
motif, the beloved arises only through the power of Super-Ocularity 
or Prooidence:
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Here then, at least, can I never—can I never be 
mistaken—these are the full, and the black, and the 
wild eyes—of my lost love-of the Lady- (1:419)

—and WE would go on to say, "Of the Lady, MISS AMERICA!" 
Not for nothing did Poe repeatedly refuse to accept his critics' 
recommendation to be more "suggestive" or "psychological" at the 
tale's conclusion: but like Irving's real pumpkin or Hawthorne's 
insistence upon the material pink ribbon floating down from heaven to 
Young Goodman Brown, Poe senses the necessity to keep the literal, 
visual manifestation—a ghost-busting cinematic realism which 
American directors today greatly prefer over the more "subtle" 
European socio-allegory or psycho^rama. Truly, both Poe's terse and 
demonic/neonic-eyed Raven and Hitchcock's ominously gathering 
"Birds" remind us of the Emersonian/American caveat that 
"perception is not whimsical, but fatal"—and perhaps fatally 
whimsical, as well.

To now extend our discussion of popular American "Gothicism" 
from Poe's macabre ocularity to Emily Dickinson's formally prim 
New-England verses may seem too great or too incongruous a step to 
take; but the "Belle of Amherst" can exhibit her own domestic "Little 
Shop of Horrors" in the minutiae of common, daily existence and the 
stereotypically repressed fate of spinsterhood. In fact. The Complete 
Poems reveals that Dickinson's own "Ghosts" and "Goblins" and 
"Sepulchres" and "Coffins" and "Assassin hid in our Apartment" 
(333) and "sorcery" finally become even more terrible for their 
matter-of-fact association with au courant pop-culture and "the 
familiar species/That perished by the Door" (215). More p>ertinently 
for our purpx)ses here, Dickinson's fascination, for example, with the 
common custom of "laying-out" the corpse in a village vigil or "wake" 
now begins to reveal her uniquely American orientation to these 
popular rites: "We noticed smallest things—/Things overlooked 
before" (497). Here, death itself has been hypervisualized, to the 
exclusion of questions about heaven or hell or the immortal soul: "The 
Eyes glaze once—and that is Death" (110); or "Death only nails the 
eyes" (273); or, in the terror of the final indignity, "I could not see to 
see—" (224). The psychological/physiological states "of death and 
dying," as presented in numerous recent popular books, mean nothing 
to the poet as she finds the real difficulty to be a visionary one:
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"Looking at Death, is Dying—" (129). Dickinson's suave Mr. Morte 
may come calling in the elegant and popular mode of transportation of 
the day, a "Carriage"/hearse; but the leisurely ride or journey is to be 
one of chilling and endless sightseeing:

We passes the School, where Children strove 
At Recess—in the Ring—
We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain—
We passed the Setting Sun—. (350, emphasis added).

In fact, we should note here that almost all of Dickinson's usage 
of the symbols of popular culture and the entertainment business 
would reinforce this hypervisualization of her world, from 
"Mermaids in the Basement" who "Came out to look at me" (254); to 
the little "Debauchee" at the heavenly singles "Bar" making a 
spectacle of herself, as "Saints to windows run—/To see the little 
Tippler" (99); to the poet qua burlesque dancer, scantily clad and 
"hopping to Audiences/One Claw upon the Air? (155).

No doubt without such popular materials as these informing 
Dickinson's work, the verses would lose much of their color and 
domestic charm, retracting into an abstractionism bordering on vapid 
philosophizing or bloodless paradox and cliche. Fortunately, 
Dickinson rejects the time-worn and ancient dogmas of her people for 
the New-World passion of commonplace observation:

Not "Revelation"—'tis—that waits.
But our unfurnished eyes (339).

At this point, the other important question 1 wish to ask vis-^-vis 
EMckinson and American popular culture relates to the current crisis 
over gender roles and sexslifferences. Given the poet's creative 
confrontation with ocularity, we need to ask what has been her own 
resolution of the dichotomy and dilemma of masculine voyeurism and 
feminine exhibitionism. Does she accept this differentiation as 
somehow productive and necessary for American culture? Here, 
perhaps such a difficult question has led Dickinson—and others like 
Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath—to recognize they exist in an exciting 
but troublesome "very Lunacy of Light" (291).
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From her early invitation —"Into my garden come!" (4, emphasis 
added)—to her late reconciliation wherein "I'll let my Heart just 
in sight" (597), 1 believe Emily Dickinson has resolved the tension 
between ocularity and gender by confirming herself within a 
cosmic/confidential exhibitionism, a femininity which is seen more 
than it sees and which attracts by that very allurement, rather than 
by a Whitman’s naked observation and robust "Undrape!" Indeed, 
Dickinson's quintessential power and enduring popularity reside in 
her understandable life-long passion simply to be noticed and 
appreciated—by God, by lovers, and by nature itself as her "friend." 
From fantasies where "in my awkward—gazing-face/The Angels— 
softly peered" (117), or where, as Queen of the universe, she is 
celestially "turned round and round—/To an admiring sky—" (159), or 
where, in even the smallest of states, she gaily continues to "strut 
upon my stem" (135), Dickinson transfixes herself, like the "brazen" 
Hester Prynne upon the scaffold, as "the point that drew all eyes." 
The poet will even aggrandize her role of replacing the holiest icon of 
her milieu—"See! 1 usurped thy crucifix to honor mine!" (704).

In this sacro-popular calling, not as the "Bride of Christ" but as 
the American Woman/Wife, Dickinson can present herself to her 
culture as the exquisite hypervisual ideal, "Dressed to meet You— 
/See—in White!" (185). Moreover, she can now freely exult in a 
natural "coquettishness" or alluring feminine vanity which is much 
more at the root of Dickinson's popular acclaim than is generally 
conceded:

A Charm invests a face 
Imperfectly beheld—
The Lady dare not lift her Veil 
For fear it be dispelled— (201).

It is obvious, too, that a good deal of Dickinson's appeal for her 
literary mentor, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, was just this sort of 
coy femininity which deftly extracted from the man all he had to 
give by the woman's intuitional appeal to the voyeur's fancy. 
Dickinson writes to the bemused Higginson: "While my thought is 
undressed—I can make the distinction, but when I put them in the 
Gown—they look alike, and numb" (Letters 2:404). Or, again, she 
reveals that "I write today from my pillow" to ask the man to bear
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witness to how "my little Force explodes," leaving "me charred and 
bare" (.Letters 2:414).

We need to be reminded, however, that such powerful and 
intuitive titillation is, of course, the same feminine self-projection 
which compels the "Working Women of Playboy" to display their 
charms-not as the prostitution of their bodies but as the sincere quest 
for their culture's hypervisual fulfillment and New Commandment, 
"Undrape!" And thus the tears shed by the newly crowned Miss 
America, on the spotlighted and televised stage at Atlantic City, are 
at least in part and on some primary level the genuine response of a 
woman thrust suddenly before the nation as its highest eye-con in the 
American Religion of Vision—what Dickinson, above, gloried in, 
"Dressed to meet You—/See—in White!" In fact, for Dickinson, even 
American time itself must become an exhibitionist in order to harness 
the culturally generative voyeurism, the Puritanical "lust of the 
eyes":

The Day undressed-Herself—
Her Garter—was of Gold—Her Petticoat—of Purple 
plain—
Her Dimities—as old

Exactly—as the World—
And yet the newest Star— (351-2).

As offensive as it may seem, it is absolutely necessary to realize 
that the Penthouse Pet who spreads her legs for the two-page 
centerfold is, culturally, no more promiscuous or obscene than 
Dickinson's sensuous New England "flower," with "Depths of Ruby, 
undrained,/Hid, Lip, for Thee" (158), or her vaginal "(Zactus" which 
"splits her Beard/To show her Throat—/Thy Daisy—/Draped for 
thee!" (160). The dozens of beauty ntagazines and women's magazines 
surrounding grocery store check-out counters are thus absolutely 
accurate in their felt exhibitionist ideal; and until today's 
"feminists" come to terms with the naked reality that in "America 
the Beautiful" the woman's highest calling may well be her 
hypervisual influence in all its ramifications, the battles for "equal 
rights" and "equal pay" and even the right to abort the viably visual 
fetus will simply produce unnecessary gender confusion and cultural
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dissonance or smoke screens. The hypervisual American Revolution 
may very well depend as much upon "Revlon" as revolt, and has 
certainly produced a radically "surprising conversion" and American 
neologism, the "eye-opening" experience:

The Garment of Surprise 
Was all our timid Mother wore 
At home—in Paradise (578).

Here it is impossible, in an essay of moderate length, to attempt 
to exhaust the manner in which our "classic American literature" has 
employed the materials and standards of New-World pop-ocular 
culture—how Hemingway, for example, amalgamates the excitement 
of the bullfight with the ideal transparent prose—"purity of line 
through the maximum of exposure" (Sun 168)—or how Fitzgerald turns 
outdoor advertising into Super-Vision, featuring the "gigantic pale 
blue eyes" of the optometrist-deity. Dr. T.J. Eckleburg, with "retinas 
one yard high" (23); or how Updike finds in popular sports the 
opportunity for player-hypervision, as Rabbit Angstrom, "when hot, 
could see the separate threads wound into the strings looping the 
basketball hoop" (Rabbit, Run 37), or as Rabbit watches his tee shot, 
"hung way out, lunarly pale against the black blue of storm clouds . . .  
sphere, star, speck" (134), or as Rabbit, engaging in the "swinger's 
sport" of wife-swapping, finds even anal intercourse to be an 
opportunity for microscopic voyeurism, probing through "the 
nothingness seen by his single eye" (Rabbit is Rich 419). Here, I 
simply conclude this part with a few remarks on one of the 
outstanding exponents of this pop-ocular culture, Kurt Vonnegut in his 
Breakfast o f Champions. Not only, of course, is the title itself 
immediately recognizable as a formerly popular trademark of 
General Mills; but in this novel, as Vonnegut's "fiftieth birthday 
present" to himself, the author crams his pages with actual 
illustrations or veritable cave-drawings of the most commonplace 
Americana, from the "ice-cream cone" torch on the Statue of Liberty, 
to the well-known but vapid Holiday Inn sign, to a final huge eye and 
tear. It is as if Vonnegut wishes to leave a kind of primitive record of 
our culture for future generations, and these crude pictures offer a 
better chance of survival and veracity than any exposition in words— 
as if, too, Vonnegut is telling our own generation, as Kilgore Trout
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shouts-"Open your eyes, open your eyes!" (233-4). The New World 
must, as Vonnegut senses, demand a new aesthetic: "The Creator of 
the Universe wanted to test a new sort of creature” (173, emphasis 
added)-that species of "visible Christians" that Edwards tout^: or 
that species of Tralfamadoreans introduced in Vonnegut's previously 
illustrated Slaughterhouse-Five, creatures with heads composed of a 
"little hand with a green eye in its palm" and possessing a radically 
new literature that is strictly visual, not verbal: "an image of life 
that is beautiful and surprising and deed . . .  many marvelous moments 
seen all at one time" (76, emphasis added), just as the transparent 
eyeball had "seen all" and thus become "part or parcel of God." 
Indeed, when Vonnegut wishes to make his most astute point or when 
he reaches the end of his literary rope, he turns to the "simplicity" 
that Thoreau demanded, even if he could not always accomplish it 
himself: Vonnegut reports—

It looked like this.

O Say, then. Can YOU See, in light of all of the above, why we 
continue to sing, "O SAY, CAN YOU SEE" at both our most common 
rituals and our most awesome Superbowls? O Say, Can YOU See why 
our most popular "Western" writer, Zane Grey, worthy to be included 
in any contemporary anthology of American literature, confronts his 
heroine with the shocking power of New-World hypervisuality:

Her vaunted images of European scenery changed to 
operetta settings. She had nothing with which to 
compare this illimitable space.

"OhI-America!" was her unconscious tribute (Call
�����

Beaumont, Texas 
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Racism in Walt Disney’s 
The Jungle Book

Many differences exist between Disney's widely acclaimed movie 
The Jungle Book (1967) and its source, Rudyard Kipling's The Jungle 
Books (1894). Although the film adaptation retains many of the 
same characters, Disney significantly departs from Kipling by 
endowing those characters in many instances with modern ethnic 
identities suggested by a broad range of identifiably American and 
English accents, dialects, behaviors, and such. In effect, Disney 
transforms Kipling's story of East Indian jungle society into an 
allegory of modem English and American ethnicity, whose dynamics 
Mowgli must be initiated into as part of his coming of age. Disney 
does not, of course, depart from his source in depicting a classist 
society: from Kipling he borrowed a rigid caste system in which the 
monkeys, otherwise known as the Bandar-log, are held in universal 
contempt by all of the other jungle animals. However, nowhere in 
Kipling are the monkeys portrayed as African-Americans.^ 
Surprisingly, no one has yet examined the film in terms of its 
disturbingly racist subtext (even though it has been criticized for 
various technical faults and even in one instance for its obviously 
sexist conclusion).^ This essay will argue that Disney's The Jungle 
Book latently reflects and perpetuates racist ideology.

The monkeys and their leader, the orangutan King Louie, are 
identified as African-American by a clear and consistent pattern of 
traits. Indeed, "monkeys" is itself such a common stereotype for 
African-Americans that the metaphorical association of the two in 
this film cannot be accidental. Equally telling is the fact that 
Kipling's monkeys, although typically lawless (34-35), "senseless" 
(36), "chattering" (42), "foolish" (42), "evil" (35), "dirty" (35), 
"shameless" (35), and song-and-dance-loving social outcasts (36, 45), 
nevertheless do not sing and dance to jazz, which is a quintessentially 
African-American art form. Nor do they employ certain slang 
expressions such as, "Lay it on me," "Cool it," and "C-r-a-z-y," that 
have their origin in so-called black English.^

Other traits added by Disney reinforce this association of King 
Louie and the monkeys with African-Americans. For one thing, the 
name of King Louie-a character who is entirely absent from Kipling's
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text-itself suggests one of the greatest black jazz musicians ever: 
Louis Armstrong. Such a potential allusion is underscored by the fact 
that Louie is the only character in the film given a Western name. 
He even sings in a throaty and raspy voice reminiscent of Armstrong 
and employs scatting, one of Armstrong's trademarks. Moreover, as 
Thomas St. John points out, members of Disney's staff were no 
strangers to caricatures of Armstrong.'^ Although Louie's voice is 
actually dubbed in by a famous white jazz singer, Louis Prima, it is 
nevertheless true that Prima is singing within a genre rightfully 
attributed to African-American musicians and composers and that he 
himself was heavily influenced by Armstrong.

Louie's song—also absent from Disney's source—is equally 
symptomatic of the subhuman nature traditionally attributed to 
African-Americans: his words, "I want to be like you," convey an 
unquenchable envy of Mowgli and therefore ironically reveal how 
unlike Mowgli monkeys and orangutans are. When Louie sings, "Now 
I'm the King of the Swingers, oh, the jungle VIP; I've reached the top 
and had to stop and that's what's botherin' me," he suggests by 
implication that he has reached the acme of development within the 
black community and that complete [further] development can only 
take the form of assimilation—i.e., of becoming fully "white" and 
human like Mowgli. Louie may blithely call Mowgli "cousin," but 
the term becomes a euphemism in light of the unbridgeable social and 
racial chasm between them.^ (In fact, the term "cousin" is itself a 
significant retraction of the monkeys' more confident proclamation of 
Mowgli as a "blood-brother" (34) in Kipling's tale. One wonders 
whether the term was changed to avoid the more offensive 
implication of closer kinship.) It is, significantly, only King Louie 
who expresses dissatisfaction with his condition in Disney's The 
Jungle Book. Whether inadvertently or not, Louie's words convey an 
echo of the desperate and futile efforts by blacks to be accepted by 
white society, efforts which historically went to such lengths as 
painfully conking (i.e., straightening) their hair, bleaching their 
skin, and even surgically altering their features (a la Michael 
Jackson).^ When Louie sings, "I want to stroll right into town and be 
just like the other men," he illustrates this desire to integrate, a 
desire that exactly replicates the historical plight of blacks under 
the laws of segregation. Louie's lyrics are, moreover, entirely 
Disney's invention; they are a far cry from the inveterate boasting
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and self-conceit that characterize Kipling's monkeys, who believe 
they are simply the greatest of animals.

Finally, Louie's request for the secret of making fire, with its 
Promethean overtones, also implies his and the monkeys' hopelessly 
primitive status. This is an especially invidious characterization in 
light of the widespread belief among whites that Africans were 
themselves hopelessly primitive. Again, Disney's version differs 
significantly from Kipling's: in the latter, the monkeys' pretext for 
kidnapping Mowgli is that he "would be a useful person to keep in the 
tribe, because he could weave sticks together for protection from the 
wind; so, if they caught him, they could make him teach them” (36). 
By contrast, Disney's version exaggerates this wish for a simple 
comfort into a desire to transcend what mythically served to separate 
gods from humans (or, in this case, humans from animals)-the divine 
technology whose illicit revelation Zeus jealously punished.

In addition. King Louie's and the monkeys' hopeless 
primitiveness is seen both in their lack of intellect and in their 
association with the body and libidinal impulses—two further 
stereotypes of African-Americans (see Frederickson 53-58; 275-82). 
For example, Bagheera refers to King Louie and the monkeys as 
"scatter-brained," and indeed Louie reveals his essential stupidity 
when he says to Mowgli, "Have two bananas," and then proceeds to 
hold up three fingers in visual confirmation. Moreover, Bagheera 
clearly associates their music with mindless bodily reflex. Alarmed 
that by dancing to jazz Baloo may be surrendering his rationality to 
rhythm, Bagheera warns him, "This is a time for brains, not brawn." 
Baloo seems to confirm Bagheera's worst fears: after moving almost 
uncontrollably in response to the music, he confesses, "1 am gone, man, 
solid gone!" Similarly, Baloo's disguising himself as a female 
gorilla (replete with miniskirt) and dancing with hip-swinging 
abandon is aimed directly at King Louie's libido. This is not only 
evident in the movie's quick cut to King Louie's face as he eagerly 
raises his eyebrows and runs to join Baloo in dancing, but also in the 
following cut to Bagheera's eyebrows raised in shock and disbelief. In 
this way, the film appeals equally to the stereotype of African- 
American lustfulness and lack of inhibition, as to that of English 
restraint, decorum, and public reserve. It is in itself significant that 
Baloo has recourse to such a subterfuge to deceive Louie, for the
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implication is that Louie, being primarily a bodily, sexual creature 
himself, will most readily fall for such bait.

By contrast, one can hardly imagine Baloo employing such a 
subterfuge against white, English, upper-class Shere Khan, who, 
when faced with the only remotely comparable temptation (by Kaa) 
in the film, simply whacks Kaa's hypnotic eyes shut and declares, 
"No, 1 can't be bothered with that--I have no time for that sort of 
nonsense." Disney offers another significant contrast to King Louie in 
the subdued sensuality of the village girl, who is depicted as retiring 
and demure. She bats her eyes plentifully at Mowgli, but she never— 
heaven forbid!—resorts to her pelvis to beckon him. Moreover, her 
sexuality is not allowed to interfere with her filial duty, for she still 
manages to fetch the water. Would King Louie, one wonders, ever 
pause from his erotic pursuits to fetch water?

King Louie's and the monkeys' association with the libido is also 
suggested by their posture and behavior throughout their sequence. 
For instance. King Louie is first presented lazily lounging on his 
throne, grooving to the beat of jungle drums, and singing. He 
carelessly tosses banana peels around him and scratches his belly 
before cradling Mowgli's head in his oversized feet and grooming him 
for lice. There is a shocking litany of stereotypes in this short film 
segment: King Louie, as the representative African-American, is 
lazy, slovenly, and unclean, living a life of mindless sensuality. He 
even crowns himself, appropriately, "King of the Swingers." 
However, King Louie is not obeyed by all his subjects. For example, 
one elderly monkey hits King Louie in the face with a palm leaf and 
proceeds to parody his movements and melody throughout the 
segment. This disrespect forms an eloquent contrast to the society of 
wolves, in which authority is respected, and all orders are obeyed for 
the good of the group. Thus, for example, Rama, Mowgli's wolf- 
father, subordinates sentiment to duty when he acquiesces to the 
wisdom of the wolf-pack elders in sending Mowgli back to the man- 
village. Conversely, the monkey society is more governed by self- 
indulgence than by authority.

Besides possessing many of the stereotypical qualities of blacks. 
King Louie and the monkeys are correspondingly treated with the 
most bitter social contempt. In the stratified jungle society of the 
film, they are the ultimate outcasts, the very lowest of the low. 
They even live—appropriately—in slum-like ruins, and Baloo will
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condescend to sing and dance to their music, and have a "swingin'" 
fist-fighting "party" with them (reminiscent, perhaps, of the white 
man's traditional forays into Harlem). But Baloo will not at all 
recognize kinship with them in the way he does with, say, 
Bagheera, whom he engages in good-natured repartee throughout 
much of the film and finally embraces in fraternal camaraderie. 
Indeed, although Bagheera asserts that "Birds of a feather should 
flock together," both he and Baloo seem to draw the line much more 
rigidly with regard to King Louie and the monkeys. It is, for 
example, much less clear that bears must remain absolutely separate 
from panthers. When Bagheera rhetorically asks, "Would you ever 
marry a panther?" Baloo in a lighthearted and tolerant vein 
responds, "No panther ever asked me," implying that the proposition 
would be neither distasteful nor offensive. It is not, therefore, the 
idea of marrying outside his species that Baloo finds repugnant per 
se. However, one cannot imagine Baloo ever considering interspecies 
marriage with a monkey, whom he regards in general as "flat-nosed, 
flaky creepis]" (a flat nose is yet another stereotyped feature of 
African-Americans). For Bagheera, too. King Louie is utterly a 
"scoundrel," and the monkeys are simply "undesirable." Bagheera 
grimly ponders, "I hate to think what will happen when he [Mowgli] 
meets that king of theirs." In effect, the monkeys are pariahs.

Disney further denigrates King Louie and the monkeys 
cinematically by exploiting the subtleties of movement in The jungle 
Book. For example, the first time Disney presents the monkeys, 
several of them are in a tree above Mowgli and Baloo, who are 
playfully floating down the river toward the right of the frame. The 
camera cuts to the monkeys watching them above, and as it does, it 
slowly pans to the right, giving the impression that the monkeys are 
moving to the left. This is significant in identifying them visually as 
antagonists, for, as Louis Giannetti argues, "Frequently the 
protagonists of a movie travel toward the right of the screen, while 
the villains move toward the left" (79). Indeed, although Baloo and 
Mowgli have been peacefully headed to the right and toward the 
safety of the man-village, or civilization, the monkeys violently 
interrupt their progress and dominate the ensuing scenes with 
connotatively negative leftward movement. For example, when 
Baloo sees Mowgli hanging precariously by the foot at the mercy of 
one of the monkeys, Baloo moves to the left to rescue him. Then
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Disney shifts Baloo from frame left to frame right repeatedly, thus 
cinematically creating the feeling of chaos, which is the antithesis 
of the previous frames when Mowgli and Baloo move languidly and 
lovingly toward frame right. Similarly, the monkeys enjoy their 
initial triumph over Baloo, who lies sprawling at the bottom of a 
cliff, by later tossing their captive Mowgli to the left and towards 
their home, the lawless jungle. By the same token, Baloo and 
Bagheera move deliberately toward the left as they enter the 
ancient ruins to rescue Mowgli. Once there, chaos reigns as Mowgli 
goes from monkey to rescuer to monkey and then again to rescuer until 
Bagheera finally grabs the man-cub from the clutches of the monkeys 
and makes a break for the right of the frame toward civilization. 
Before Baloo also escapes, he channels a blow from a pillar to Louie, 
who is powerfully shoved to the left of the frame, where his ruins 
topple around him. Thus, movement in this scene punctuates the 
monkeys' ultimately uncivilized and anarchic nature.

Finally, Disney denigrates the monkeys by visually exploiting 
the vertical relationships in the frame. Characters placed in the top 
third of the frame tend to imply dominance over characters in the 
middle and lower parts of the frame (Giannetti 44). Thus, in the first 
shot, the monkeys are hovering threateningly over Mowgli and 
Baloo, their very position implying trouble. Then one monkey sweeps 
down from the top center of the frame to kidnap Mowgli, and another 
similarly descends to perch on top of Baloo, who is so relaxed floating 
down the river that he is unaware of Mowgli's disappearance. The 
latter monkey looms over Baloo ominously, assuming dominance over 
him in the frame. This pattern of vertical dominance is repeated 
throughout several of the ensuing scenes as well. For example, when 
Baloo asks Mowgli, now replaced by one of the monkeys, to shoo a fly 
from his nose, the monkey strikes him from above with what appears 
to be an inch-thick, one-foot-long branch. Startled, Baloo lool^ up 
and yells, and, as the agitated bear grabs for his antagonist, the 
monkey is lifted by his tail to yet higher and cinematically even 
more threatening heights.

By the same token, Baloo is often left prone in the bottom of the 
frame. For instance, when Baloo, seeking to grab Mowgli, is tricked 
into running head-on into a tree, Baloo dizzily dances around until he 
collapses onto the jungle floor, the lowest and most vulnerable section 
of the frame. Next, he is bombarded from above with coconuts.
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melons, and other unidentifiable juicy fruits. Later, the monkeys 
deliver their crowning insult: they lead Baloo, who is looking 
upward and left and following the off-screen Mowgli, to the edge of a 
cliff, trip him, and howl as the camera pans downward depicting 
Baloo’s fall to yet an even lower, more powerless position in the 
frame. Thus Disney repeatedly places the monkeys in a 
cinematically superior position as antagonists and encourages the 
audience to consider them a dangerous, lawless, and undesirable 
group-just as African-Americans are often stereotyped.

Notwithstanding their violent portrayal, one wonders 
throughout Disney's version just what makes King Louie and the 
monkeys seem so repugnant to Baloo and Bagheera and, by extension, 
to viewers. It cannot merely be their apparent threat to Mowgli’s 
safety, for, despite their manhandling of Mowgli, King Louie and the 
monkeys never actually threaten to kill him. In contrast, both Kaa 
(who refers to Mowgli as a "delicious man-cub") and Shere Khan 
(who physically assaults him) do threaten to kill him, yet neither 
thereby merits the same pariah-status as the monkeys—on the 
contrary, the physical powers of Shere Khan and Kaa serve mainly 
to inspire respect in Baloo and Bagheera. In addition, the threat of 
violence associated with King Louie and the monkeys eventually 
dissipates; they only appear ominous at the outset, when Bagheera 
darkly insinuates, "Oh, 1 hate to think of what will happen to 
[Mowgli] when he meets that king of theirs." However, in the 
ensuing scene that threat is ironically deflated by the actual comedic 
depiction of King Louie and the monkeys, who, in bumbling slapstick 
style, manage to receive far worse than they give. Finally, although 
King Louie's attempt to obtain the secret of fire from Mowgli possibly 
suggests broader sinister intentions, there is never really any danger 
of his fulfilling them, since Mowgli does not know the secret, as he 
himself informs King Louie. The threat of violence alone, then, 
simply cannot account for the repugnance that King Louie and the 
monkeys inspire in the others. It is as if there were rather some deep 
irrational taint associated with "monkeyness." But it is a taint that 
remains largely unexplained, a premise that to a certain extent the 
film simply begs.

Such a taint is especially puzzling, for of all the denizens of the 
jungle. King Louie and the monkeys seem closest to Baloo in spirit. 
Certainly, they do not share the existential boredom of the vultures.
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they do not exhibit Kaa's ntore duplicitous form of treachery or Shere 
Khan's despotic cruelty, and they are not stuffy and reserved, like 
Bagheera. At worst, they seem mischievous and disrespectful, but 
Baloo also displays such qualities when he burlesques the song and 
dance of the monkeys, tickles King Louie in the armpits while the 
latter is holding up the ruins, and uproots an entire tree just to scratch 
his back. In fact, aside from their envy of Mowgii, no other group 
seems as effectively, as Baloo advises, to "forget about [its] worries 
and [its] cares" or to dedicate itself so fully to having fun as the 
monkeys. They are great gormandizers, popping whole bananas into 
their mouths with as much gusto as Baloo. And if song and dance are 
the highest and purest expression of Baloo's quasi-Thoreauvian 
philosophy of "bare necessities" and simple pleasures, then surely 
King Louie and the monkeys embody that philosophy in their sheer 
love of song and dance, which is matched by no other group in the 
jungle.

Nevertheless, Disney seeks consistently to negate the viability of 
King Louie and the monkeys as positive role models for Mowgii, 
despite--or, perhaps, because of?--Mowgli's willingness to adopt 
their behaviors and to become one of them. It is rather Baloo and 
Bagheera who collectively model the best behavior for him through 
a synthesis of the finest qualities of each. Throughout most of the 
film Baloo's representatively American openness, simplicity, and 
democratic manner stand in dialectical tension with Bagheera's 
representatively English reserve, refinement, and aristocratic 
manner. However, the movie achieves a synthesis (appropriately 
imaged by the two walking off together in a mutual embrace) at the 
very last, when Baloo acquiesces to Bagheera's wisdom in leaving 
Mowgii in the man-village, and Bagheera (renamed "Baggy") ends 
up singing and dancing uninhibitedly, like Baloo. Ironically, as 
Bagheera leams to loosen up and hug, dance, and sing like Baloo, he 
also becomes more like King Louie and the monkeys~a potential 
synthesis that the film must disguise or deny. Ultimately, King 
l^uie's and the monkeys' otherness seems to Baloo, to Bagheera-and 
to Disney—too radical to transcend. Their taint remains curiously 
ineradicable.

The irrational taint associated with King Louie and the monkeys 
is, however, recognizable in the context of American racism. In fact, 
the film mirrors contemporary racist attitudes toward African-
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Americans. Baloo and Bagheera's unconquerable aversion for King 
Louie and the monkeys is typical of that of many whites, for, 
according to Joel Kovel, "Aversion is the cardinal manifestation of 
modem American racism" (83). In this light, the apparent violence of 
King Louie and the monkeys may reflect increasing white paranoia 
about African-American violence, which was fueled by the words of 
such leaders as Malcolm X and incarnated in such events as the Watts 
riots in Los Angeles in 1965. In a way, the movie can be seen as an 
attempt to formulate a response—albeit reactionary--to the 
increasing racial tensions of the day.

The taint associated with King Louie and the monkeys becomes 
more intelligible when examined in terms of the dynamics of racism. 
As Eldridge Cleaver suggests:

In a society where there exists a racial caste system,.
. . the gulf between the Mind and the Body will seem 
to coincide with the gulf between the two races . . . .
Any attempt by [those at the bottom] to heal [their] 
wound[s] and reclaim [their] mind[s] will be viewed as 
a malignant desire to transcend the laws of nature.. . .  
Coming from the other side, if a member of the elite 
should attempt to bridge the gulf, it will be conceived 
as the rankest form of degeneracy and treason to caste.
(175)

We have already shown that the film makes the case of Baloo 
and Bagheera against the monkeys as one of "brains" vs. "brawn," or 
mind vs. body. Cleaver’s analysis further explains why Mowgli must 
be "saved" from King Louie and the monkeys, and why they must be 
banished from the reconstructed social order at the end of the film: 
the longer Mowgli remains with them, the more he is presumably in 
danger of degenerating into something like them—i.e., lazy, 
libidinous, and stupid. Thus, Bagheera's continual efforts to get 
Mowgli to the man-village where he "belongs" can be seen as a 
desperate bid to preserve caste lines, especially after Shere Khan 
disappears, and the nominal rationale for saving Mowgli no longer 
applies. Clearly, for Baloo or Bagheera truly to accept King Louie 
and the monkeys or encourage Mowgli in his emulation of them would
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constitute no less than "the rankest form of degeneracy and treason to 
caste."

By the same token. Cleaver's analysis brilliantly correlates with 
the precise form that Disney's denigration takes: what is so
repugnant about King Louie and the ntonkeys, at least in part, is their 
"malignant desire to transcend the laws of nature." In fact, what 
better image could the film provide of this desire than King Louie's 
and the monkeys' quest to be human, revealed as much by their 
kidnapping of Mowgli as by their attempt to gain the secret of fire? 
Of course, from one point of view it is not so "unnatural" for naonkeys to 
aspire to be human since of all the animals depicted in The Jungle 
Book, they are closest to human beings on the evolutionary ladder. 
However, even if one accepts the logic that monkeys should not strive 
to be human, the problem is that in this film the literal and 
metaphorical merge almost so neatly as to defy separation; it is one 
thing to grant that monkeys should not aspire to be human but quite 
another to grant that, as the film metaphorically suggests, African- 
Americans should not aspire to be human either.

One might say that the film tricks the viewer into conflating the 
literal and metaphorical. As a result, the viewer is seduced into 
complicitly supporting segregation and regarding African-Americans 
as inferior and undesirable. After all, are not viewers meant to feel 
relieved when Mowgli is rescued from those threatening "flat-nosed, 
flaky creeps," and satisfied at the apparent justice of seeing those 
who want to rise above their assigned station ultimately exiled in 
their toppled ruins, never again to appear in the film? In this way 
The Jungle Book seems designed at least partly as propaganda whose 
function is to teach Mowgli—and by extension, the viewer—the proper 
understanding of race relations, which in this film is as much as to 
say, "Stay away from those nasty monkeys!" It is a veiled attempt to 
preserve white dominance in the context of the emerging Civil Rights 
movement. Could one reason, then, for the critical silence alraut 
racism in The Jungle Book-so neatly wrapped in its innocuous family 
cartoon package—be that, as propaganda, it has until now succeeded?

Baldwin-Wallace College Karen Ciha 
Janet Joseph 

Terry J. Martin
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Notes

 ̂ What group the Bandar-log represents, if any, is not entirely clear in 
Kipling. Many critics regard the Bandar-log as representative of
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intellectuals in general (Laski 123; and Wilson "Kim" 26, and Strange 
Ride 125), or, more specifically, of the London "intelligentsia" (Wilson, 
Strange Ride 282) or "Literati" (W. J. Lohman, Jr. 252-53). Daniel 
Karlin additionally suggests that the Bandar-log may represent "the 
democratic mob" or even "all humankind" (24). Louis Cornell sees them 
more specifically as a "glance at American habits and institutions" (76). 
In their unproductive chatter, the Bandar-log also echoes Kipling's 
impression of the Indian municipal government in Calcutta as well as 
of the Indian nationalists who participated in the Indian National 
Congress (for this information we are indebted to John McBratney). In 
any event, if Kipling did have a specific ethnic referent in mind for the 
Bandar-log, it is not immediately identifiable. By contrast, Disney 
identifies King Louie and the monkeys immediately as African- 
American by means of a cluster of traits that Kipling could not 
possibly have been aware of, let alone intended, since many are 
stereotypes of African-American culture of the 1960's.
Although the film has been widely praised (see Schickel 298; 
Thompson; Rider; Finch 309; and Maltin 255), those who find fault 
with it have focused mainly on its animation, characterization, and 
lack of excitement (see Britt; and "Murf 420). Only one critic has seen 
fit to criticize the film for its sexist ending (Crist). No mention has been 
made of its racist characterization.
"Lay it on me" and "Cool it" are both listed in David Claerbaut, Black 
Jargon in White America, while Harold Wentworth and Stuart Berg 
Flexner show that "c-r-a-z-y" has its origin in bebop (jazz) jargon.
As St. John notes, "The Disney Staff was dominated by animators who, 
before migrating to California, had learned their trade with Max 
Fleischer in Manhattan during the Harlem Renaissance of the twenties. 
Reischer's cartoons often featured the voices and the talents of famous 
black performers, such as Louis Armstrong.. .  [and] referred directly to 
racial and sexual tensions. In sunny California, these concerns were 
retained~but masked-by the slyly innocent charm which later became 
the Disney trademark" (64). In addition, St. John recounts that "Friz" 
Freleng, a former Disney staff member, went on to caricature Louis 
Armstrong in "Qean Pastures" (69).
By contrast, other animals affirm their kinship to, and commonality 
with, Mowgli in Disney's version. Rather than sharing King Louie's 
envious desire to cross over the boimdary and become human, their 
words or actions ultimately tend to diminish [suggest a reduced 
awareness of?] Mowgli's difference from them. For example, despite 
Bagheera's claim that "Birds of a feather should flock together," and 
that the place for man-cubs is the man-village, Bagheera belies himself 
by coercing the wolves into raising Mowgli at the outset (rather than 
taking him to the man-village at once), as well as by in effect "flock[ingl
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together" with Mowgli throughout the entire film. Colonel Hathi is 
similarly belied when he objects to the mixing of caste; when he 
declares, "I’ll have no man<ub in my jungle,” for the man-village is 
"where he belongs,” his wife contrarily responds, 'That little boy is no 
different than our own boy.” Indeed, their son, absolutely untroubled 
by notions of caste, treats Mowgli entirely as a peer.
Other animals emphasize their commonality with Mowgli by offering 
him full membership within their own particular ethnic group or 
identity. The vultures, for instance, offer to make him one of them:
"We're going to let you join our group___We'll make you an honorary
vulture.” Likewise, both Baloo and Mowgli by turns diminish the caste 
difference between bears and humans. Baloo refers to Mowgli 
variously as "my cub” and "my man-cub” and says, 'That's my boy; 
you're going to make a fine bear.” For his part, Mowgli declares, 'Tm 
not [human] anymore, Baloo; I'm a bear like you,” and later, "I like being 
a bear.”
Malcolm X's experience was typical in this regard, although he 
describes it with greater eloquence and perspicacity than most: 'This 
was my first really big step toward self-degradation: when I endured 
all of that pain, literally burning my flesh to have it look like a white 
man's hair. I had jo in^  that multitude of Negro men and women in 
America who are brainwashed into believing that the black people are 
'inferior'-and white people 'superior'-that they will even violate and 
mutilate their God-created bodies to try to look 'pretty' by white 
standards” (Haley 54). For a detailed description of conking, see his 
account in Haley 52-55.





Cotton Contes to Harlem: 
The Novel, the Film 

and the Critics
Chester Himes, the prolific African-American novelist, earned a 

considerable literary reputation for his fictional works. Born in 
Missouri in 1909, Himes, who was sent to prison in 1929 for armed 
robbery, began writing fiction while incarcerated. It was during his 
imprisonment that he wrote his first "crime story." Some of his early 
works were published in the Pittsburgh Courier, Bronzeman, Abbott’s 
Monthly Magazine and Esquire. His decision to write detective 
fiction was a natural outgrowth of his exposure to violence and tough 
characters, but this choice was also a way for him to further his 
literary career by writing within a popular genre. During the latter 
part of his career and his years of expatriation in Europe, which 
began with his migration to France in 1953, Himes focused his 
literary talent on the detective genre. In 1956, Himes had been 
encouraged to further his writing of detective fiction by Marcel 
Duhamel, who suggested that Himes submit his work for publication 
in Gallimard's "La Serie Noire" (Muller xiii-xiv). Himes's notoriety 
in France often rivaled his reputation in the United States.

Influenced by Dashiell Hammett, Himes was described in the 
London Sunday Times as the "writer of the toughest crime stories in 
print," a quote which has been used by Vintage Crime Editions to 
promote reissues of the majority of Himes’s detective novels. Like 
Himes, Hammett had also been incarcerated but for radically 
different reasons and for only a brief period (Layman 222). For the 
most part, Himes's detective fiction was set in Harlem, a location 
which offered Himes numerous artistic possibilities for exhibiting 
realism and satiric humor.

Himes wrote nine detective novels: For Love of Imabelle (1957), 
which earned him the 1958 "Grand Prix" for the best detective novel 
of the year. The Real Cool Killers (1959), The Crazy Kill (1959), The 
Big Gold Dream (1960), All Shot Up (1960), Cotton Comes to Harlem 
(1965), The Heat's On (1966), Run Man Run (1966), and Blind Man 
with a Pistol (1969). Three of Himes’s detective novels have been 
made into films, most recently. For Love of Imabelle as A Rage in
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Harlem (1991), directed by Bill Duke, the African-American actor- 
director featured in Predator ("A Rage" 128-130). Perhaps Himes’s 
most successful and politically-charged detective story. Cotton Comes 
to Harlem, originally publish^ in France as Retour en Afrique (1964), 
was adapted for the screen by actor-director Ossie Davis in 1970 and 
proved to be a landmark film for African-American cinema because of 
its enormous popular success in attracting black audiences. Spike Lee, 
the contemporary black filmmaker whose films have attracted wide 
black audiences, has employed the acting talents of Davis in a number 
of films.

The novel Cotton Comes to Harlem, published during the mid- 
60's, the height of the Civil Rights era, offers a range of possibilities 
for interpretation. Although Himes gives primary attention to the 
crime solving efforts of his detective duo. Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave 
Digger Jones, there are other layers of meaning generated by Himes's 
narration and plotting. He portrayed Harlem in a geographic and 
cultural sense and depicted central black female characters in often 
unflattering presentations. Himes also provided a level of social 
commentary on race relations and African-American political 
movements. The novel is framed by the harsh and violent action 
typical of the detective genre.

Nat Hentoff, noted jazz critic, reviewed the novel for Book Week, 
concluding that Himes's novel was "paced like a hard-edged, up 
tempo Charlie Parker blues except that Himes often substitutes scene 
clearing violence for creative spontaneity . .  . ." Hentoff recognized 
that Himes had portrayed Jones and Johnson with a "raw 
consciousness of being black" and that Himes was "skilled at quick 
action prose that skims but seldom stumbles" (Hentoff 576). The 
views expressed in the Times Literary Supplement were 
complimentary of Himes's ability to express his vision of both black 
and white characters in a satiric mode. Himes was thought to have 
"mellowed, in the direction of humor," following his previous novel. 
If He Hollers Let Him Go, which was a straightforward critique of 
the black-white struggle in the South ("Balefull" 37). Anthony 
Boucher, who reviewed Cotton Comes to Harlem for the New York 
Times, thought that many of the portrayals of African-Americans in 
Himes’s series would be objectionable were they written by white 
writers, especially during the mid-1960's. The reviewer remarked, 
"If a white writer created so many shiftless or vicious denizens of
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Harlem, he would be accused of using derogatory stereotypes." 
Ironically, French audiences thought that much of what Himes had 
written represented the "true picture of America" (Boucher 43).

In Cotton Comes to Harlem, Himes uses the environment of 
Harlem as the backdrop for the actions of Coffin Ed Johnson and 
Grave Digger Jones, two black police detectives who are prime 
characters in his earlier detective novels. Himes’s vision of Harlem 
is a mixture of humorous elements tinged with tragedy, violence, and 
cynicism. His political concerns are revealed in his presentation of 
the "Back-to-Africa Movement" and the Black Muslims as well as in 
the "Back-to-the-Southland" scheme. Cotton Comes to Harlem 
shows the design of the Himes detective novel, with its reliance on 
Harlem characters and fast-paced action. It opens with a rally 
sponsored by the "Back-to-Africa Movement" of Reverend Deke 
(3'Malley; the rally has been organized to raise money from the 
citizens of Harlem. Each contributor of $1,000 has the hope of 
relocating in Africa. During the rally, the funds are stolen in an 
action-filled raid involving an armored car in which a bale of 
hijacked cotton has been used to conceal the stolen funds. The goal of 
Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones is the recovery of the 
$87,000, which they later discover to have been stolen by Colonel 
Calhoun, a white Southerner, organizer of the "Back-to-the- 
Southland" scheme. Calhoun’s purpose is to exploit Northern black 
labor by enticing Harlem residents to return to the South to harvest 
cotton.

The theft of the funds suggests the exploitation of the grassroots 
resident of Harlem, a concern which is present in the remarks of 
Coffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones, who are eager to solve the 
crime not only because it is as an infraction but also to rectify an 
injustice to Harlem citizens. The issue of exploitation by the Black 
church is also shown in the characterization of Reverend O’Malley. 
’The action of the novel involves Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed 
Johnson’s pursuit and capture of Deke O’Malley. The pursuit brings 
the detectives in contact with a variety of Harlem characters in bars, 
eating establishments and other locations.

 rhe principal female character. Iris, is used by the detective pair 
to entrap Deke O’Malley. Jones and Johnson never recover the actual 
$87,000, but force Colonel Calhoun, with a threat of cotton "fiber 
evidence," to supply the funds in exchange for his freedom. The
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original $87,000 had been discovered by a pushcart junk man. Uncle 
Bud, who absconds to Senegal, West Africa, where he marries 
numerous wives in the ironic close to the novel.

Himes's two detectives, G)ffin Ed Johnson and Grave Digger Jones, 
are not private detectives but are members of the New York City 
Police Department in Harlem. Coffin Ed and Grave Digger's vision of 
Harlem has been conditioned by a realism of brutality. Gilbert 
Muller, in his critical study of Himes's fiction, described the pair in 
terms of an existential reality. More like bedraggled wild men than 
rational detectives, enraged exiles within their own community. 
Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson seek meaning in a strictly 
absurd and ludicrously disruptive community (Muller 84).

The notion of the "absurd" can be found in Himes's second volume 
of his autobiography. My Life of Absurdity (1976), in which Himes 
maintained that "racism introduces absurdity into the human 
condition" (1). Although this may be true of Himes's philosophy, it 
is questionable whether an existential vision is transferred to Grave 
Digger and Coffin Ed. Rather than exhibiting an existentialist 
perspective in Cotton Comes to Harlem, they often reflect a 
pragmatic and forceful assault on the forces which have contributed 
to the imbalance in social justice in Harlem, whether those forces are 
the "Back-to-Africa" Movement or the "Back-to-the-Southland" 
organization.

Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson can be seen as employing 
their own brand of rationalism which allows them to manipulate the 
complexities of crime solving within a context of brutality mitigated 
with moments of compassion and empathy. As Robert Skinner in Two 
Guns from Harlem: The Detective Fiction of Chester Himes (1989) has 
remarked, "Their role has been significantly expanded to allow them 
to act not only as a righter of wrongs, but also as social critics" 
(Skinner 163). They are aware of the contradictions within Harlem 
and the multiplicity of adaptations to survival by its black residents. 
Jones and Johnson's striving for meaning in Cotton Comes to Harlem is 
based on their mission to restore balance to the Harlem community 
represented in the swindled members of O'Malley's "Back-to-Africa" 
Movement. Early in the novel, Himes's narrator makes the strongest 
social and political statement of the work.
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They didn't consider these victims as squares or 
suckers. They understood them. These people were 
seeking a home-just the same as the Pilgrim Fathers.
Harlem is a city of the homeless. These people had 
deserted the South because it could never be 
considered their home. Many had been sent north by 
the white southerners in revenge for the 
desegregation ruling, others fled thinking the North 
was better. (Himes 26)

Because the North did not provide a "home," Africa became a 
symbol of a "big free land which they could proudly call home, for 
their were buried the bones of their ancestors." This is a 
representation of an African past in cultural and historical terms, 
implying the efforts of Marcus Garvey during the 1920's in Harlem. 
Despite this reality, Jones and Johnson share a philosophy of social 
justice which goes beyond race and culture. This is likely Himes's own 
philosophy, which is presented through the narrator who can be both 
satiric and serious when voicing the thoughts of Jones and Johnson. 
"But that didn't make a black man any less criminal than a white; 
and they had to find the criminals who hijacked the money, black or 
white" (Himes 26).

Despite moments of compassion, the two detectives are often 
brutal in their handling of certain characters in the novel. The names 
of the detectives, "Grave Digger" and "Coffin Ed," represent the 
sinister nature of their personalities as thoroughly hardened 
detectives who have experienced the rigors of crime, deception, gore 
and death. They have survived as satiric commentators on Harlem's 
diverse population. However, Coffin Ed and Grave Digger view their 
own actions as different from those of white police officers in Harlem. 
In one discussion with Lieutenant Anderson, their supervising officer. 
Coffin Ed asserts that "the white men on the force commit the 
senseless brutality," but Johnson does not deny his own toughness and 
goal to root out Harlem "criminals." Johnson and Jones view their job 
in cynical terms; in a moment of rage, Jones expresses to Lieutenant 
Anderson the seeming futility of fighting crime in Harlem.

We got the highest crime rate on earth among the 
colored people in Harlem. And there ain't but three
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things to do about it: Make the criminals pay for it— 
you don’t want to do that; pay the people enough to 
live decently-you ain't going to do that; so all that's 
left is let 'em eat one another up. (14)

Although Himes portrayed Graver Digger Jones as more than a 
stereotypical hard-edged detective, Himes's female characters in 
Cotton Comes to Harlem are primarily one dimensional. Himes does 
not offer any introspective analysis of African-American women but 
paints them as stereotypes who are defined by physical attributes 
and, in certain cases, base motives. Iris is a seducer whose sexuality is 
used to create one of the most satirically humorous scenes of the novel. 
Iris’s seduction of the white policeman who is supposed to guard her 
but instead is "entranced by the curves of her body beneath the blue 
negligee" (44). Later in the novel, when Iris is captured by 
O'Malley’s adversaries, her terror is translated into sexual terms, her 
fear causing her to have an orgasm (142). Another of Himes's female 
characters. Mammy Louise, the restaurant owner, is "shaped like a 
weather balloon on two feet with a pilot balloon serving as a head" 
(102). Mabel Hill, one of Deke O'Malley’s converts, is "a really 
beautiful woman with a smooth brown oval face topped by black curly 
hair that came in natural ringlets" (42). When Stella, the wife of 
Grave Digger, is presented briefly, she is viewed as dutiful and 
"disappjearing into the kitchen" to prepare breakfast (118).

It might be argued that Himes's female characters are not 
developed because they serve limited functions as whole women and 
are presented as merely elements of the plot or to serve as indicators 
of male attitudes. Within the context of the novel. Iris becomes a 
center for the display of Johnson and Jones's rage, which is directed 
against "criminals" and is also a reaction to the social predicament of 
the larger Harlem conununity. However, the purely functional nature 
of Iris and other female characters does not overshadow the obvious 
limitations in their portrayals.

Five years after its publication as a novel. Cotton Comes to 
Harlem was brought out in 1970 as a feature film. Directed by Ossie 
Davis, the film version appeared during the height of the Black 
Exploitation genre which included such Gordon Parks films as Shaft 
(1971), also about a black detective, and Superfly (1972), which 
recounted the exploits of a black cocaine dealer. "The United Artists
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"R" rated film version of Cotton Comes to Harlem, which opened at 
the DeMille Theatre on Broadway in New York, was widely 
reviewed in such publications as the New York Times, Time, 
Nevosweek, and Life. The film version was remarkably successful and 
represented the possibility of future economic rewards for Hollywood 
producers of black films. Cotton Comes to Harlem was a major force in 
establishing the fact that big money could be made from films 
featuring blacks as heroes, that blacks were capable of directing 
major motion pictures, and that a market was thirsting for films 
specifically fashioned for black audiences. The film was highly 
ranked by Variety, eleventh on the list of "top-grossing films" 
(Edelman 530).

The screenplay of Cotton Comes to Harlem, written by Arnold 
Perl and Himes, manipulated the original plot of the novel. The film 
employed characters from the underworld of the Mafia as the 
"device" through which Grave Digger and Coffin Ed are able to come 
up with the lost $87,000. In the novel, it was Colonel Calhoun who 
had been persuaded to supply the missing funds. In addition, a 
number of humorous gags are included such as the use of watermelons 
as part of the street scene action within the Harlem community, 
suggesting an additional use of stereotypes. Generally, the film 
version seemed to accentuate the humorous possibilities, focusing on 
scenes in the novel which had been framed in a satirical fashion. The 
scene in which the white police officer is seduced by Iris was one 
segment given substantial exposition in the film.

Cotton Comes to Harlem represented one of the first black films 
shot on location in Harlem rather than in Hollywood. Dominated by 
the participation of African-Americans in significant roles, the film 
was also primarily geared toward a black viewing audience. Ossie 
Davis, who was described in 1970 as a "new black director," took the 
brunt of most of the negative criticism. Writing for the New York 
Times, Vincent Canby was critical of Davis's directing. Canby 
suggested the difficulties of depicting the social situation of urban 
African-Americans in a detective thriller:

. . . like the dancer's balloons, fans and feathers, the 
movie's stick-ups, shoot-outs, chases, murders and 
wisecracks say little about the Black Experience . . . .  
It is strictly for people who don't care much about
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movies--or who persist in regarding movies as 
sociology. (Canby 50)

Canby also observed that the French literary critics had praised 
Himes's work, comparing Himes's African-American detectives to 
Inspector Maigret and Sam Spade.

Another asp)ect of the film, its humor, was viewed by Newsweek 
as possibly promoting racial harmony during a period when race 
relations were strained. However, the thrust of the negative criticism 
in Newsweek was directed toward Davis's direction, which was 
called "old-fashioned." Davis used some of the "burlesque" 
techniques he had employed in his own work, Purlie Victorious 
("Here Come" 82). Unlike Newsweek, Time did not appreciate the 
humorous elements and panned the film as a "meretricious thriller 
that should offend the sensibilities of any audience—black or white." 
The film was seen as another attempt at exploitation by Hollywood 
of the "current trend" in "'soul movies'" ("Honkies" 70).

Arthur Knight, who assessed the film for the Saturday Review, 
found "holes in the plot wide enough to drive a squad car through." 
Nevertheless, Ossie Davis achieved an "unforced yet always 
credible presentation of the cross-currents" of urban black communities 
represented in Harlem. Beyond that, the film could also serve as a 
vehicle for inter-cultural understanding during a period when tensions 
between blacks and whites were at a critical point. Davis's 
"intelligence and sensitivity" in directing might produce a greater 
understanding of African-Americans by whites but could also lead to a 
sharper "understanding" of blacks in their own vision (Knight 22). In 
contrast, Esquire magazine labeled the film a "crude, energetic 
comedy about a couple of black cops in Harlem" and placed it within 
the comedic rather than social satiric realm (Brackman 67).

The importance of humor as a way of probing social conscience and 
also achieving economic success was not overlooked by the critics. The 
review in Christian Century, "Humor, and More," argued that Davis 
as director had not followed the lead of earlier black films in that 
Cotton Comes to Harlem lacked the alleged "pretentiousness" of films 
such as The Learning Tree or the heavily directed message of 
Uptight. Davis's version had a message, but it was presented in "the 
guise of a story" (DeMuth 1454-55). The film's reception in Life 
magazine stressed the humorous element and the tremendous economic
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success of the presentation. This success was seen as a victory for black 
film productions (Chelminski 59).

Appraisals of Cotton Comes to Harlem were also presented in 
major works on African-Americans and film, Donald Bogle’s Toms, 
Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies, and Bucks: An Interpretive History of 
Blacks in American Films (1973) and Daniel J. Leab's From Sambo to 
Superspade: The Black Experience in Motion Pictures (1975). Donald 
Bogle, an acknowledged black expert on African-American film, 
judged Cotton Comes to Harlem as a failure in its presentation of the 
black experience. It studiously played up not only to black fantasies 
on a black world order but to white fantasies of a black world full of 
harmless stereotypes (Bogle 231). In addressing the role of the 
audience. Bogle echoed the remarks of other critics who tried to 
unravel audience responses. A key issue which certain film critics 
confronted was the complexity of the viewing experience for black 
audiences, which often interpret stereotyped black characters as 
humorous rather than as negative social portraits. Bogle's critique 
could apply as well to Himes's limitations in portrayal of his female 
characters.

The issues raised in the critical assessments of the film version of 
Cotton Comes to Harlem reflect the overall mixture of thematic 
intentions and plot devices of the original novel. Most film critics did 
not conunent on the differences between the novel as text and the film 
script, although Leab noted that the image of Himes's two black 
detectives was effectively transmitted from the novel. Coffin Ed and 
Grave Digger were described as "tough, aggressive, concerned, sharp 
nongrafters who in their own way are quite moral" (Leab 240). 
Himes's novelistic goal, to entertain through satire, humor and fast- 
paced action coupled with social commentary, was successfully 
transmitted to the film version. His original "audience" for the 
novel, however, was not primarily African-American but French. The 
appeal of the film to American black audiences, despite the negative 
commentaries of a variety of critics, shows the unique deconstructive 
frameworks of African-American viewers of that era in contrast to 
critical standards of certain professional observers. Both the novel 
and the film were able to mate the requirements of the detective 
genre with humor and social commentary.

Hofstra University Joseph McQaren
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Lynched, Assaulted, 
and Intimidated: 

Oscar Micheaux's Most 
Controversial Films

Provoking controversy, particularly during a time when it was 
unpopular to do so and when racial segregation dictated the social 
climate, was a feat only a few dared. Yet one African-American 
filmmaker managed to thrive either because of or in spite of the 
controversial issues addressed in his films. He was Oscar Micheaux. 
Micheaux managed to produce nearly fifty films between 1918 and 
1948 in two periods of filmmaking. Micheaux's first period of 
filmmaking, in which he produced fine quality films and received 
favorable reviews from the African-American press, extends from 
1918, when his first film was produced, to 1929, one year after his 
film company filed for bankruptcy. His second period of filmmaking, 
in which he produced fewer top-quality films and increased the 
number of re-makes or re-releases of earlier works, extends from 1930, 
when his film company was being reorganized, to 1948, when his last 
film was produced.

Micheaux was a filmmaker who managed to capitalize on the 
controversial issues his works placed in the foreground such as 
passing, interracial relationships, intraracial prejudice, lynching, 
incestuous relationships, hypocritical m inisters, and the 
intimidation tactics of such antiblack groups as the Ku Klux Klan. By 
portraying controversial issues he also created controversy, which in 
part, along with his strategic promotion and distribution techniques, 
has made him one of the leading filmmakers in black film history. 
Micheaux's ability to create and capitalize on controversy is what 
distinguished him from his contemporaries and allowed him to 
survive three decades of filmnnaking. Therefore, the focus of this 
examination is his most controversial films.

In 1918, Micheaux produced his first film. The Homesteader, 
based on his autobiographical novel of the same title; it had taken 
him more than six years to write and nine months to adapt to the 
screen. The film featured Evelyn Freer, a black actress who apjjeared
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in several Micheaux films. In The Homesteader, she is involved in a 
domestic tragedy in which she kills her father and herself. The film 
had difficulty getting past the censors because of its uncomplimentary 
portrayal of an African American minister, believed to have been 
patterned after Micheaux's father-in-law. Even the names of the 
characters in the picture bear striking resemblances to those of 
members of Micheaux's family. The film was reviewed by a 
committee of local citizens that included Bishop Fallows, R. S. 
Abbott and wife. Col. John R. Marshall, Oscar DePriest, Mrs. Ida B. 
Wells Barnett, George W. Ellis, Mrs. George Hall, Mrs. Len Holt, and 
N. Fields and Tony Langston of the Chicago Defender. The film was 
considered controversial because it portrayed a black man who had 
become romantically involved with a woman believed to be white 
and because it portrayed a hypxKiitical minister whose actions were 
"based upon the supposed hypocritical actions of a prominent colored 
preacher of this city [Chicago]" {Chicago Defender, 1 March 1919: 
11). Yet Micheaux was successful with this first film and continued to 
create controversy with the production of his subsequent releases. In 
1919, he produced Within Our Gates, alternately titled 
Circumstantial Evidence, a film which re-created a lynching and 
which he distributed in Europe. Micheaux believed that it was 
equally important to distribute his films himself as to produce them. 
In fact, Micheaux once stated:

The future of the Negro photoplay depends on the 
ability to market the productions abroad in which 
way we would make up the deficit forced on account of 
the restricted showing in this country. I am 
personally going to South America in September 1922 
to establish our connections there; to Africa the next 
winter, to India, Japan and in the next five years will 
keep going until Micheaux productions are being 
shown throughout the world. (Charles Waddell 
Chesnutt Papers, Letter of October 30,1921)

Within Our Gates was another murder mystery in which a black 
sharecropper accused of killing a white plantation owner, is lynched. 
A review of this film describe it as a drama that "while it is a bit 
radical, it is withal the biggest protest against Race prejudice.
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lynching and 'concubinage' that was ever written or filmed" (Chicago 
Defender, 24 January 1920: 6). It took as long as two months for the 
film to receive censorship approval allowing it to be shown in local 
theaters. When it was advertised, Micheaux noted:

The Photoplay, Within Our Gates, was passed by the 
Censor, but owing a wave of agitation on the part of 
certain Race people (who had not even seen it) 1,200 
feet was eliminated during its first engagement. This 
1,200 feet has been restored and the picture will 
positively be shown from now on as originally 
produced and released--no cut-outs. (Chicago 
Defender, 31 January 1920: 8)

Certainly Micheaux's re-creation of a lynching on the motion 
picture screen during a time when the African-American community 
had taken an assertive position against such practices was considered 
controversial.

Other films steeped in controvesy included The Brute (1920) and 
Symbol of the Unconquered (1920), alternately titled The Wilderness 
Trail. The Brute provoked controversy because it portrayed a male 
assaulting a female. When the film was advertised, it featured a 
caption which read: "To make a woman love you, knock her down." 
The film also featured a seventeen-round fight between two 
heavyweight champions, Sam Langford and Marty Cutler. Despite 
the controversy this film provoked, Micheaux received high praise 
as a filnunaker in the African-American press following its release. 
For instance, the Chicago Defender reported that "In this photoplay 
Mr. Micheaux has demonstrated clearly, that as a writer, director 
and producer he stands in the front ranks . . . "  (25 September 1920: 4). 
With Symbol of the Unconquered, Micheaux focused on the 
intimidation of African-Americans by such groups as the Ku KIux 
Man. A review of this film reported:

It tells the struggles of a young man to retain 
possession of a piece of valuable oil land against 
tremendous odds, which includes everything from 
intimidation at the hands of his neighbors to a
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narrow escape from death for him at the hands of the 
Ku Klux Klan. A love story of beautiful texture lends 
added interest and some red-blooded scrapping and 
hard-hard riding furnishes the picture with the 
amount of exciting action required to make the blood 
tingle through your veins at high speed. (Chicago 
Defender, 8 January 1921: 4)

Lynching surfaced again with the making of the motion picture 
the Gunsaulus Mystery, produced in 1921 and based on the Leo M. 
Frank case. Frank had received a considerable amount of attention in 
the press. A Jewish man, accused of murdering a young woman based 
on the testimony of a black man, Frank was later lynched by a mob. 
Micheaux, eager to capitalize on the attention which the case 
received, produced this film and provided an advertisement that 
read:

Was Leo M. Frank Guilty? Do you recall the strange 
and tragic case of Leo M. Frank, charged with the 
murder of little Mary Phagan; tried, convicted and 
sentenced to be hang^ on the testimony (so claimed) 
of Jim Conley . . . [who testifiedl that the defendant 
led a double life? Oscar Micheaux, well known Race 
author and motion picture producer, was in the court 
room during this most sensational of all trials and 
shortly afterward wrote a story of the same, 
interweaving a romance . . . .  (Chicago Defender, 26 
March 1921: 5)

Given the controversial nature of the film, this was another 
production which had difficulty receiving the censors' approval.

The intimidation of African-Americans by the Ku Klux Klan 
reappeared in Micheaux's Son of Satan, produced in 1922, a film 
which reflected Micheaux's insistence on exposing those groups that 
attempted to strike fear in African-Americans. Perhaps, for 
Micheaux it was a rebuttal of the way in which D. W. Griffith 
glorified the KKK in his never-to-be-forgotten Birth of a Nation 
(1915). Son of Satan was described as "a hair-raising, side-splitting
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story of a Haunted House with a colored man locked in while the Ku 
Klux Klan are holding conclave and amuse themselves at his 
expense" {Afro-American, Baltimore, 17 July 1926: 4). The film 
featured Andrew Bishop in a prominent role and was possibly a re- 
release of an earlier film titled. The Ghost of Tolston’s Manor.

An interracial relationship between a white millionaire and a 
woman later discovered to have been an African-American was the 
subject of Micheaux's screen version of Charles Waddell Chesnutt's 
similarly titled novel. The House Behind the Cedars. Micheaux 
corresponded with Chesnutt for nearly two years in an attempt to 
secure the rights to produce this film. In fact, Micheaux, a shrewd 
negotiator, offered Chesnutt an opportunity to have a serial of his 
novel published in the Chicago Defender as part of the agreement for 
securing the rights. Certainly, such promotion would benefit both 
Chesnutt and Micheaux. The film was described as "the story of an 
aristocratic young white millionaire's passionate love (played by 
Andrew S. Bishop) for a beautiful mulatto being passed off as white— 
and the discovery! An amazing parallel to the famous Rhinelander 
case" (14 March 1925: 5). Micheaux often advertised this film as 
being a parallel to the Rhinelander case in an effort to promote his 
film. (The Rhinelander case concerned a wealthy white millionaire 
who married a woman he later discovered had black blood. 
Rhinelander attempted to have his marriage annuled.)

Interracial and intraracial prejudice were controversial issues 
addressed in Micheaux's film Birthright, produced in 1924 and based 
on T. S. Stribling's similarly titled novel. In this film, Micheaux 
portrayed an African American Harvard graduate who is discredited 
by his community. A review of this film stated:

Micheaux has made a really great picture. It is a 
modem Uncle Tom's Cabin; and may not be popular in 
some quarters, a fact that will but confirm its value. 
It was apparently not intended for colored audiences, 
except that it is fair that they should know all about 
anything that may concern them. Its brutal frankness 
hurts, and some of the titles put a sting into the 
evening's entertainment; and just because it has been 
so well done, everyone of us should see it. {Afro- 
American, Baltimore, 25 January 1924: 10)
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Criticized for his portrayals in this film, Micheaux publicly 
defended his actions by stating, ”I am too much imbued with the 
spirit of Booker T. Washington to engraft false virtues upx)n ourselves, 
to make ourselves that which we are not. Nothing could be a greater 
blow to our own progress" (Pittsburgh Courier, 13 December 1924:10).

Exposing hypocritical African-American ministers was an issue 
that Micheaux refused to abandon and this issue resurfaced in his 
motion picture Body and Soul, produced in 1924. This film featured 
Paul Robeson in his first screen performance as a "jack-leg" preacher. 
An advertisement for this film reported it is the "story of a good but 
helpless girl in the toils of a h)rpocritical beast who ruins her very 
'Body and Soul’ for his greed and lust" (Afro-American, Baltimore 25 
September 1926: 6). Given such an offensive portrayal of the African 
American minister, Micheaux ends the film by revealing that it was 
only a dream, which is believed to have been an attempt to salvage 
his reputation as a filmmaker and redeem himself with the black 
community.

Color divisions between light-complexioned and dark- 
complexioned African-Americans surfaced in Micheaux's A Daughter 
of the Congo, a film for which he was harshly criticized. The film 
was based on an East African tale written by Henry F. Downing and 
was produced in 1930. A review of this film stated:

The story is rich in its jungle [lore], different from 
most African stories which are greatly exaggerated, 
in that this is tensely realistic, but the events that 
follow are charged so highly with action, thrill and 
suspense that it is difficult to describe them in detail.
An all colored cast which includes the best makes the 
picture a superb attraction. (Pittsburgh Courier, 30 
August 1930: 7.2)

However, Theophilus Lewis, critic of the New York Amsterdam 
News asserted:

The first offense of this new film is its persistent 
vaunting of intraracial color fetishism . . . .  All the 
noble characters are high yellows; all the ignoble
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ones are black . . . .  As a matter of fact, the picture is 
thoroughly bad from every point of analysis, from the 
continuity which is unintelligible, to the caption 
writing which is a crime----- (April 16,1930:10)

Roland C. Irving and Earl 6. Westfield composed the film's 
theme song, "That Gets It" (Pittsburgh Courier, 12 April 1930: 7.2).

Micheaux experimented with nudity in his murder mystery The 
Temptation, produced in 1936. Nudity was used to create controversy, 
arouse interest, and thereby allow him to promote his works. One 
headline advertising this film read, "Mixing Sex, Rhythm and 
Romance Is Job of a Pioneer Producer of Sepia Film" (Afro-American, 
Baltimore, 27 February 1937: 11). The film was often advertised as 
the Sins of Temptation, a technique used by Micheaux to give 
audiences the impression a particular film was different from the one 
previously screened and, thus, lure them again into the theaters.

After he was boycotted for his controversial themes, Micheaux's 
film God's Stepchildren (1938) was, in fact, halted due to protests 
staged at theaters in New York and Boston when the film premiered. 
The film, introduced as a parallel to Imitation of Life, featured a 
young black woman whose attempt to pass as white ultimately led to 
her suicide. The film, which was technically poor in quality, 
received opposition because of Micheaux's portrayal of the color 
divisions in the African-American community. In this film Micheaux 
equates light-complexioned blacks with industry, ambition, and 
attractiveness, while he equates dark-complexioned blacks with less 
appealing attributes. Further objections to this film were raised in 
response to a particular scene in the film "which showed an actor, 
playing the part of a white man, knocking down a young girl and 
spitting on her because she had 'colored blood in her veins'" (Afro- 
American, Baltimore, 28 May 1938: 10). In response to the boycotts 
that had been staged denouncing the film and after meeting with 
RKO officials, Micheaux deleted objectionable features.

Creating controversy initially aroused interest in Micheaux's 
films, particularly in the early period of the film industry when 
African-American audiences craved black images on the screen. 
Micheaux recognized that in order for his films to have appeal and 
marketability he had to separate himself from other black 
filmmmakers of the time by using provocative approaches in his
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works. Micheaux's meticulous skill at presenting controversial issues, 
in part, helped to sustain his filmmaking career. However, as 
Micheaux continued to provoke controversy well into the '40s by 
creating variations of the themes and issues he used in the early 
period of his film career, his films lost appeal. The themes and 
issues popular in the early period no longer appealed to a new 
generation of moviegoers who instead were insulted by Micheaux's 
works. Micheaux was a controversial filmmaker whose career ended 
when he was unable to create controversy by focusing on issues that 
were relevant and would have some degree of appeal to contemporary 
audiences.

University of North Carolina Charlene Regester

Works Cited

Daughter of the Congo: All-Colored Picture At The Lando Next Week," 
Pittsburgh Courier. 30 August 1930: 7.2

A Son of Satan (Advertisement), Afro-A7nerican. Baltimore, 17 July 1926: 4.
"Ban Put on God's Stepchildren,*' Afro-American. Baltimore, 28 May 1938:

1 0 .
Body and Soul (Advertisement), Afro-American. Baltimore, 25 September 

1926: 6.
Dismond, Cieraldyn. "Micheaux Produces Another," Pittsburgh Courier. 12 

April 1930: 7.2
Jackson, J. A. "Birthright: Modern Uncle Tom’s Cabin Apparently Not 

Intended For Colored Audiences," Afro-American. Baltimore, 25 
January 1924: 10.

Lewis, Theophilus, "The Harlem Sketch Book," New York Amsterdam News. 
16 April 1930: 10.

"Micheaux Film," Chicago Defender. 8 January 1921:4.
"Mixing Sex, Rhythm and Romance Is Job Of A Pioneer Producer of Sepia 

Film," Afro-American. Baltimore, 27 February 1937:11.
Oscar Micheaux, letter, Charles Waddell Chesnutt Papers. Fisk Univeristy, 

Tennessee (30 (October 1921).
"Producer Can Succeed Only With Our Aid," Pittsburgh Courier. 13 

December 1924: 10.
"The Brute," Chicago Defender. 25 September 1920: 4.
The Gunsaulus Mystery (Advertisement), Chicago Defender. 26 March 

1921: 5.
"The Homesteader: Oscar Micheaux's Great Production Booked at Vendome 

Theater," Chicago Defender. 1 March 1919: 11.
The Homesteader (Advertisement), Chicago Defender. 1 March 1919: 11.



Lynched, Assaulted, and Intimidated 55

The House Behind the Cedars (Advertisement), Afro-American. Baltimore, 
14 March 1925: 5.

"Within Our Gates" Chicago Defender. 24 January 1920: 6.
Within Our Gates (Advertisement), Chicago Defender. 31 January 1920: 8.





Rap Music 
Resisting Resistancei

Rap music is both one of the most popular and most controversial 
forms of music today. Rap songs now regularly make the top of the 
popular charts; at the same time the music has become a target in the 
battle over censorship. The music is controversial in part because of 
its content: it may be sexually explicit, blatantly anti-women,
politically radical or even appear to celebrate violence, but rap is 
also controversial because it originates from African-Americans, who 
have been historically oppressed in this country and whose continued 
liminal status serves to scar any idealized conception of contemporary 
American society. Despite receiving little radio airplay, rather than 
being successfully repressed, rap music only increases in popularity, 
thus indicating a potentially disruptive force in this country.

Intentionally or unintentionally, rap contains multiple meanings 
derived from its position within various ideological discourses.^ Its 
disruptive potential comes in attempting to articulate particular 
elements of the social world as well as the subject position of African- 
American youth into a discourse which opposes elements of a 
dominant American discourse.^ In this paper I want to show how rap 
music is an articulatory practice which is uniquely African-American 
both in its form and in the discursive elements it tries to articulate. 
Rap articulates elements which are part of a traditional African- 
American discourse that arose to confront the oppressive conditions 
which blacks have historically faced. Rap may be shown to 
articulate elements which oppose but also ones which affirm 
elements of a dominant American discourse: while opposing the 
institutional racism found in our society, rap affirms the ideals of 
capitalism. The positive influence rap may have on African- 
American youth is severely undercut by the pervasive 
commodification of the music.

Rap music’s form is deeply embedded in the tradition of 
signifying which Henry Louis Gates Jr. describes in his book The 
Signifying Monkey. Signifyin(g)^ is the use of language or any 
symbolic form to mean something other than what it normally means. 
Gates claims that the standard English word "signification" is 
overturned; instead of denoting what a word is intend^ to convey, in
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Black English "Signification" denotes a group of rhetorical strategies 
which function by what is indirectly associated with the form being 
used.^ One of the most recognized forms of signifyin(g) is the verbal 
dueling called "the dozens," but signifyin(g) may also be used to bring 
sympathy, give advice or communicate in a coded way. The practice 
of signifyin(g) is a form of linguistic training unique to the black 
community, and signifyin(g) is a respected talent within this 
community (72-88). Part of the value of this talent is in dealing with 
whites: since forms are understood differently by whites than by 
blacks, these forms may carry coded messages. For example, during 
slavery songs carried messages about escaping through the 
underground railroad. In general, the ability to speak in a coded 
language has been an important asset among a community which has 
sought any nneans to escape unjust persecution.

Rap songs signify through their "sampling" of previously 
recorded music as well as through their lyrics.^ A complex example 
of signifyin(g) takes place within the song "Welcome to the 
Terrordome" by Public Enemy. The first thing to notice is that the 
song signifies on the form of a professional football game. Public 
Enemy's battle to convey its message and the battle in society to 
achieve the goals of this message are put in terms of a sport. The title 
"Welcome to the Terrordome" signifies on the dome stadium and can 
be read as a metaphor for the world or for the United States, a 
country in which a sport of terror takes place. Line three, "Here's 
your ticket" invites us into the stadium and signals the beginning of 
the battle which takes place on the field and within the song. In line 
twenty-four, "Signed the hard rhymer," the signing of professional 
players to football teams becomes the signing of professional rappers 
to help in the rhetorical battle in which Public Enemy is engaged. 
Finally, near the end of the song, line one hundred fourteen, "Droppin' 
a bomb" refers to a pass play often called near the end of a football 
game. This line also commonly refers to a disruptive, conversation 
ending remark made by a speaker, thus rounding out the metaphor.

Besides the signif]dn(g) of the song as a whole, within it, almost 
the entire text can be seen as a dense act of signifyin(g). It can be 
heard in lead writer Chuck D's vocal style: the rhyme scheme and 
lyricism of the words are superb, yet the impact of these forms is 
almost inseparable from the powerful voicing of Chuck D; this oral 
skill, another vital dimension of Signification, gives added
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authority to the lyrics. More importantly, the song continually 
appropriates words and phrases to subversive ends, overturning the 
traditional associations these terms have. This happens both with 
terms within the black community when Chuck raps, "Every brother 
ain't a brother/ Cause a black hand/ Squeezed on Malcolm X the 
man," and with terms which are part of American society as a whole, 
as in the first line, "I got so much trouble on my mind/ 1 refuse to lose," 
where the cliche of having trouble on one's mind is associated with a 
battle and rather than expressing the personal troubles which one 
normally expects to hear after this cliche. Chuck D personalizes the 
troubles of the world as his own. P.E.'s problems are made to 
exemplify something endemic to society. For example, the song 
condemns the media; both for its specific attack on Public Enemy- 
"Apology made to who ever pleases/ Still they got me like Jesus"'— 
and for its general racism—"Places with the racist faces/ Just an 
example of one of many cases/ The Greek weekend speech."® Public 
Enemy attempts to appropriate the lines of this song into their 
political struggle, by replacing traditional meanings and associations 
with those of their politics.

Public Enemy's politics are complex, and 1 have only sketched the 
surface of the intricate meanings woven into this song. The lyrics of 
this song like the lyrics of most songs by Public Enemy are probably 
more difficult to jsenetrate than those of any other rap group. This is 
significant because while only partial messages of one song may be 
decipherable, the partial messages understood from other songs give 
a song meaning beyond what is deciphered from it: the meaning of a 
particular Public Enemy song is associated with the meanings of all 
their songs. So, for example, the lines in their song "Don't Believe 
the Hype": "The follower of Farrakhan/ Don't tell me that you 
understand/ Until you hear the man," associate Public Enemy with 
Louis Farrakhan and the Nation of Islam, an organization which 
emphasizes both the overcoming of racism and economic self 
sufficiency within the African-American conununity,® and these are 
the two themes I wish to argue dominate rap music.

Opposition to racism and promotion of economic self-sufficiency 
are both part of a traditional African-American discourse. This 
discourse can usefully be understood in terms of what Houston A. 
Baker Jr. calls "negotiating the economics of slavery" (Baker 23-31). 
Baker sees the conrunon historical experience of African-Americans
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writing itself into African-American culture. This culture Baker 
conceives as a "blues matrix," meaning "the blues" are the central 
driving force of black expression. "(The blues) are what Jacques 
Derrida might describe as the 'always already' of Afro-American 
culture" (Baker 4). Baker defines the blues as a synthesis, "always 
becoming, shaping, transfoiming, displacing the peculiar experiences 
of Africans in the New World" (Baker 4). And, behind the blues is 
the experience of the "economics of slavery," the severe conditions of 
poverty which have been forced on blacks before and after 
emancipation. A primary goal of African-American expression is to 
negotiate this "economics of slavery."

Baker uses the theories of Fredric Jameson and Hayden White to 
explain what he means. He understands Jameson as presenting a 
theory of ideology as the ever present "historical . . . subtext in a 
literary work of art" (Baker 191). Building on top of this he reads 
White as claiming that under capitalism a central historical subtext 
is the commodified form and thus a work of art must be considered in 
terms of its commodified status. But this commodified status had a 
unique role in African-American expression relating back to the 
"economics of slavery." For, the commodification of black expression, 
whether language or music, gave blacks the possibility of overcoming 
this "economics of slavery." The ability to tell a tale or perform well 
could protect or even profit blacks in confrontations with more 
powerful whites.^® Under the conditions blacks have faced and 
continue to face in America, commodification is not just to achieve 
profit; the ability to, literally or figuratively, "sell" a story may 
mean survival. It is in this sense that blues is the negotiation of the 
"economics of slavery" (Baker 190-2).

For Baker, blues has a dual trajectory-on the one hand expressing 
the common experience of being black in America, on the other 
attempting to overcome some of the conditions of this experience 
through the sale of itself. Both trajectories are part of "negotiating 
the economics of slavery" which I have divided into the articulation 
of two primary elements. First, it articulates an element that opposes 
the racist image of blacks as unable to achieve economic success. 
African-American expression sees blacks as intelligent, competent 
human beings with the same capabilities of achieving in America as 
any other group. Second, the emphasis on the "economics of slavery" 
is important; for the other element holds that blacks have faced and
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continue to face conditions of extraordinary hardship. It opposes the 
view that the conditions of African-Americans are no different from 
any other group.^^

I will first address the latter of these two elements. Today racist 
oppression is frequently manifest in police harassment, so in rap one 
expression of the "economics of slavery" comes in the detailing of 
police harassment and brutality.^ ̂  Negotiating these conditions 
comes in part through expressing anti-police sentiment—in the 
attempt to associate police not with "serving and protecting" citizens 
but harming them. TTie most notorious example of this is NWA’s song 
"F— Tha Police." In this song, NWA powerfully articulates how 
white officers devalue the lives of non-white males: "A young nigger 
got it bad 'cause I’m brown/ And not the other color so police think/ 
They have the authority to kill a minority." This experience of 
devaluation is confirmed in interviews conducted with anonymous 
white officers soon after the Rodney King incident (Cooper). In this 
song, NWA also expressed the war-like conditions in L.A from the 
perspective of blacks living in Southcentral. From this perspective, 
the Rodney King incident, which has forced the world to take notice 
of L.A.'s battle zones, was a common attack answered by "F— Tha 
Police"'s violent lyrics: "Beat a police out of shape/ And when I'm 
done bring the yellow tape/ To tape off the scene of the slaughter/ 
Still in a swamp of blood and water." Condemnations of this song, 
like condenrmations of the April 1992 rebellion in L.A., fail to see that 
appeals to "law and order" make no sense where city-wide apartheid 
exists.^^

The Rodney King incident is again presaged in rap by the common 
description of blacks being pulled over and harassed by officers. 
These songs help make clear why Rodney King, a black motorist, 
would rather attempt to run from the police than risk being pulled 
over.^  ̂ In particular, blacks who do not drive old and dam ag^ cars 
are often assumed to be drug dealers. LL Cool )'s song "Illegal Search" 
discusses this directly:

What the hell are you looking for?
Can't a young man make money any more?
Or is it my job to make sure I'm poor?
Can’t my car look better than yours?
Keep a cigar in between my doors
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I drink champagne, the hell with Coors.

What is ironic about this song is that while it attacks the 
harassment that blacks face and the racism which views all blacks 
as criminals, it also makes clear the wealth of these artists—wealth 
that very few young blacks have. This can also be seen in"F— Tha 
Police": "Fuckin' with me 'cause I'm a teenager/ With a little bit of 
gold and a pager/ Searchin my car lookin' for the product/ Thinkin 
every nigger is sellin' narcotics./ You'd rather see me in the p>en / 
Than me and Lorenzo rollin' in a Benzo." Owning a "Benzo" and a 
pager indicate selling drugs not just to police but also to listeners, so 
while these songs attack police harassment, to some extent they also 
affirm the role model of a drug dealer, contradicting the anti-dealer 
message the music often tries to convey.

1 will return to contradictions to be found in the music; first, let me 
discuss additional aspects of racism which rap attempts to expose. 
One of these is the racism found in mass media. Racism in the media 
is a primary topic of Public Enemy's lyrics, seen in "Welcome to the 
Terrordome." Another song by Public Enemy, "Bum Hollywood Bum," 
which features guest rappers Ice Cube and Big Daddy Kane, attacks 
racism found in Hollywood movies: "Black women in this profession/ 
As for playin' a lawyer, out of the question/ For what they play Aunt 
jemima is the perfect term/ Even if now she got a perm" These songs 
are trying to replace the idea that the media is objective with the 
idea that it is racially biased. Furthermore, since the view which 
understands the media to be objective may to a large extent be 
implicit—the concept of "telling it like it is" excluding the 
possibility of more than one way to tell something—this attack is 
also an attempt to make implicit elements of a discourse explicit.^^

Yet another common anti-racism theme is the criticism of 
American education which fails to teach an adequate history of 
African-Americans. KRS-1 is probably best known for his attack on 
education, referring to hinnself as "the teacher." In his song "You 
Must Learn," he contends the failure of blacks in school is due to the 
lack of education directed toward their heritage:

What do you mean when you say I'm rebellious? 
Cause I don't accept everything you tellin' us?...
1 failed your class 'cause I ain't with your reasoning
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You're trying to make me you by seasoning...
It seems to me that in a school that's ebony 
African history should be pumped up steadily 
But its not
And this has got to stop!

As with the media, the idea of American education is largely 
considered to be objective and rap is trying to show it is biased.

The call for the teaching of African-American heritage is also 
part of rap's expression of black pride, an expression battling against 
racist elements of a discourse which considers black culture inferior to 
white culture. This discourse is experienced by black youth in ways 
that range from receiving racial slurs if they are in the "wrong" 
neighborhood to racial stereotypes they view in movies and 
television. Rap is trying to inform African-American youth of their 
rich and honorable heritage. More importantly, rap artists hope 
that by instilling pride in their culture, young blacks will overcome 
the desperate conditions which face them. Yet this overcoming for 
the most part does not come form the changes in society's structure but 
through individual effort and remaining faithful to the community. 
This can be seen in these lyrics to a song by the Discmasters; "Black is 
back/ And you should be happy to/ Live in an age/ Where you can 
really get some/ Not like our ancestors/ Running from the gun," and 
"'Cause we don't need any help to be strong/ We need to be proud/ We 
need to keep moving on." While a later line states to "Vote as one in 
each election," the overriding message is that unity, self-resp>ect and 
pride, more than social structural change, is necessary to overcome the 
problems which blacks face. Furthermore, the line, "You should be 
happy to live in an age where you can really get some" implies the 
belief that individuals are equally free to succeed under their current 
social structure. In other words, economic individualism is an implicit 
element of this song.

Individualism is an element of a traditional African-American 
discourse battling against an element of the dominant racist discourse 
which ran through American history: blacks were considered to not 
have the intelligence or ability to succeed financially.^^ It was this 
specific racist element that leaders such as Booker T. Washington 
were trying to overcome. One might argue that there is difficulty in 
holding a view that opposes both the racist vision of blacks and the
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ideal of economic individualism—for one must hold that blacks do 
have the intelligence to succeed financially in the white economic 
world, while holding that they do not want to succeed because the 
white economic world is oppressive. Furthermore, the ideal of 
economic individualism is a largely implicit one, strongly embedded 
in American culture, making it more difficult to question.

Returning to rap, the implicit ideal of individualism is 
manifested in several ways. One way is the boasting element of the 
music. Of the various themes of rap lyrics, this is by far the most 
frequent. Boasting and lyrical skill are part of the African-American 
tradition of signifyin(g): they are a source of pride within the 
conununity. This tradition further helps to explain the violent lyrics 
found in songs such as "Gangsta Gangsta" by NWA which celebrates 
the violence and power of gang leaders: 'Takin' a life or two/ That's 
what the hell I do/ You don't like how I'm livin'/ Well fuck you!" 
This celebration is a recognition of power and success within the black 
community and recalls the "bad man" tales which were part of 
African-American culture in the mid-twentieth century. According to 
Lawrence Levine, these characters were respected for their strength 
and fearlessness, and these tales saw the only way to succeed in an 
evil world was to be equally evil (Levine 402-470).

While NWA's song describes the pride derived from the gang as 
a group, the boasting involved in rap mostly reflects an individual 
pride; the skills come both from individual effort and through 
"natural ability." The combination of these two individualist 
elements can be found in the title of Big Daddy Kane's song "Young 
Gifted and Black," the word gifted traditionally being associated 
with a natural ability, and in his lyric, "Understand that the way I 
live that's positive," implying that his success comes from the 
individual motivation to live well. The song "Only the Strongest 
Survive" by Donald D alludes to influences beyond the individual 
with the line "Grade school shouldn't be a mystery/ Teachin' blacks 
about black history." Yet, the title and the line "My pen in my hand 
is my personal slave, I rock every way with a gift God gave," again 
place the source of success in the individual.

The ideal of individualism also manifests itself when rap songs 
portray the overcoming of desp>erate conditions and poverty. For 
example, in his song "It's Not Where You're From, It's Where You're 
At," ^ k im  portrays himself escaping the ghetto through individual
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persistence: "It seents like I’m locked in hell/ Lookin' over the edge, 
but the R never fell/ I tripped and slipped, ’cause my Nike’s got 
ripped/ Stand on my own two feet, come equipped." TTie image of 
standing on one’s own two feet and the idea that even the very poor 
can become wealthy and successful conforms nicely to the conservative 
image of "pulling oneself up by the bootstraps." Moreover, while 
overcoming desperate conditions and achieving success takes place 
through individual effort, the downfall into drugs or crime takes 
place through individual failure. This can be seen in the song by Ice-T 
"You Played Yourself’ which is both about how the life of crime and 
drugs can bring one’s downfall and how the responsibility for this 
downfall can only be placed on the individual who chooses such 
actions. The song speaks to a dealer who "ripped off all your family 
and your friends" and eventually is caught for murder and "landed on 
death row." Ice-T then asks, "Society’s fault?" and answers, "No/ 
Nobody put the crack into the pipe/ Nobody made you smoke off your 
life." This line indicates that the belief in individual responsibility 
has to some degree become questioned within Ice-T’s culture. Ice-T is 
attempting to rearticulate this belief. Of course, this perspective 
fails to recognize the severely impoverished conditions which make 
the escap>e through the use of drugs so tempting or the economic crisis 
which makes the illegal attainment of money the most practical.^ ̂

Still, responsibility is a delicate issue within the black 
community, and its preaching does not mean society is accepted as 
flawless. That is, continued poverty and the recognition of historical 
oppression may create a bitterness which is used as an excuse for self 
destructive actions. Impoverished conditions by themselves may lead 
individuals to such actions, but the consciousness of them being an 
acceptable excuse may harm individuals’ desires to overcome these 
conditions. An attempt is thus being made to articulate self 
destructive actions into a discourse where they have no excuse. 
However, as Ice-T does this, he still fails to account for the conditions 
which brought such actions; he fails to articulate members of the 
impoverished community into a discourse which would more fully 
resolve the problems they face.

The supp>ort for economic individualism is support for the 
American economic system of capitalism. Another way rap endorses 
capitalism is through the wealth of rap artists. It was mentioned 
above that the description of this wealth contradicted the message
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opposing drug dealing, but this wealth is also an implicit 
endorsement of capitalism. Rap music as a form is recognized as 
bringing tremendous wealth to artists who flaunt it with gold chains 
and expensive cars.^® Moreover, it is not questioned that rap artists 
are rich while their listeners may often be poor; this is accepted as 
normal. This brings up an important point about "negotiating the 
economics of slavery." That is, while the sale of African-American 
cultural forms nwy show that African-Americans are competent of 
overcoming poverty, it may also simply show them capable of making 
a lot of money; sale of records for enormous wealth is not "negotiating 
the economics of slavery"; instead it is simply "getting rich." Rap 
musicians through their attainment of wealth, confirm elements of a 
capitalist discourse which view this as a primary goal in life. This 
is deceptive because not everybody can be rich—not everybody can be a 
rap star.

The most fundamental way rap affirms elements of capitalism is 
through the marketing of itself. As just noted, the wealth that is 
gained through the sale of records is well known, and the equating of 
music with great sums of money is not in the least bit questioned. 
Moreover, through the association of rap artists with T-shirts, 
medallions and especially basketball shoes, the music is further 
commodified. The significance of commodification was brought out 
powerfully by T.W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer in their famous 
essay on the culture industry. They show that as cultural forms are 
valued as commodities, people's lifestyles become based on the 
exchange value of what they own. In the case of rap stars, the 
exchange value of what they own is based on their fame; whether 
they wish it or not, their style is appropriated and sold by the culture 
industry. This is devastating to the music's attempt to be critical 
both inside and outside of the African-American community to whom 
it is addressed. For, any oppositional messages the music contains can 
be ignored as the style with which it is associated is marketed and 
sold. Put differently, under capitalism all aspects of "alternative" 
culture are forced into the vision of a "normal" lifestyle: "Anyone 
who resists can only survive by fitting in. Once his particular brand of 
deviation has been noted by the industry, he belongs to it as does the 
land-reformer to capitalism" (Adorno and Horkheimer 132). Rap 
cannot exist outside of the conunodity system because "the new" may 
always be used and defined by this system. The question is to what
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extent oppositional elements of rap can have power beyond 
commodification and whether the more controversial groups will 
continue to grow or become dwarfed by more marketable groups void of 
oppositional messages.

At least one rap artist has begun to address the consequences of 
commodification. In his song "Love's Gonna Get Cha (Material 
Love)" KRS-1 of BDP makes explicit that under capitalism the 
meaning of words are commodified, a claim which Adorno and 
Horkheimer also make.^^ Specifically, the song is about how the 
word 'love' has destructive effects as it refers to material wealth. 
Unlike "Gangsta Gangsta" where the anti-commodity message has to 
be decoded from the context of the song, here the text is much more 
direct. KRS-1 begins the song by saying:

. . .  that word love is a very serious thing, and if you 
don't watch out 'love is gonna get you, love, love is 
gonna get yow.'̂ O Because a lot of people out here 
they say 'I love my car' or 'I love my chains.' For all 
those people out there who fall in love with material 
items we're gonna funk the beat a little something 
like this . . . .

KRS-1 here makes explicit how everyday meanings become 
defined in terms of commodities.

The rest of the story is about how the love of material things 
brought about a drug dealer's downfall, and it is here that the second 
critical aspect of the song can be found. The song could be understood 
as simply telling people not to deal drugs in a similar way to Ice-T's 
"You Played Yourself," but while Ice-T ends with the message that 
it's the individual's and not society's fault, KRS-1 makes it much 
more ambivalent. This is because he describes the conditions of 
poverty which brought on the drug dealing. "With one-and-a-half 
pairs of pants you ain't cool/ But there's no dollars for nothin' else./ I 
got beans, rice and bread on my shelf." The song describes how the 
narrator becomes a dealer and no longer needs to worry about money 
and then asks, "My family's happy everything is new/ Now tell me 
what the fuck am I supposed to do?" The question of this last line 
emphasizes the conflict which is faced between living a comfortable 
life and staying away from drug dealing. Like "You Played
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Yourself," the life of a drug dealer eventually leads to bloodshed and 
prison, but, unlike "You Played Yourself," the conflicts exist outside of 
drug dealing and drug dealing alone is not the source of the problem. 
The criticism of America goes beyond that of the traditional messages 
of rap because it is a criticism of economic oppression and not just 
racial oppression.

Above I noted that the emphasis on individualism and self- 
respect was limiting in its failure to recognize that exploitation came 
also from econonuc sources. Still, the message of self-respect is 
clearly a positive force. In fact, although it confirms elements of a 
dominant discourse, these same elements may be radical to the extent 
that they encourage black youth to no longer accept their status as the 
subordinate group in society. Paul Willis showed in his study of a 
British working class youth culture how the reaction to education of 
the students he studied actually confirmed their belief that they 
were intended to be subordinate. Rap overturns this belief, and it is in 
this sense that while confirming the elements of a donunant discourse 
it has the potential to subvert other elements of this discourse. 
While the youth that Willis studied found self-respect through 
rejecting education, the message of rap is to reject white education but 
encourage education about oneself. In a simplistic sense, the attempt 
to build self-respect and discourage drug dealing is a progressive force 
in a community where self-respect may be accomplished through drug 
dealing.

Yet, it must be emphasized that radical aspects of the music are 
undercut by the dominance of the commodity in rap culture. Adorno 
and Horkheimer powerfully show how culture is made to serve the 
commodity system and rap music is no exception. Advertisers for 
items such as fast food and laundry soap have quickly found the 
profitability of the form.^  ̂ In order to overcome this. Rap needs to 
draw attention to economic oppression, and show how individual 
economic wealth is frequently tied to the exploitation of others. This 
involves attacking not only an ideal deeply embedded in American 
culture but an ideal which is in nrany ways central to rap culture—the 
"hip-hop" style. The difficulty of this attack can be seen in the 
disappearing political significance of African medallions. 
Originally replacing gold chains because of gold's link to the South 
African regime, this meaning was quickly lost and subverted. As the 
medallion simply became another commodified symbol of the culture.
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rappers ignored the gold chain boycott, some even wearing both gold 
and the African medallion.

Equally important, rap must begin to recognize the oppression of 
other groups: the overcoming of racial oppression must not be 
articulated in opposition to homosexuals, women or other racial 
minorities.^ In the somewhat optinustic view toward social change 
of Laclau and Mouffe, social activism must take place through the 
building of hegemonic blocks: a discourse where different subject 
positions are articulated so they are not opposed to one another, 
where others are accepted as having different relations of oppression 
and are linked to a common oppression as well, would be a hegemonic 
articulation (Laclau and Mouffe, 1989:134-45). The potential for this 
to take place in rap perhaps might be found in the concluding line of 
the Public Enemy song discussed above,”Move as a team/ Never move 
alone/ But, Welcome to the Terrordome."

University of California, San Diego 
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Notes

Important thoughts for this paper came from Mark Crenshaw, Moishe 
Postone, Learmond Winters, and Jason Veitzer. Greatest thanks go to 
the following readers and advisors: Rafael Sanchez, C^rge Steinmetz 
and Marilyn Ivy.
My idea of discourse is largely taken from Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe (1989). For Laclau and Mouffe, elements of the social cannot 
be pre-defined or given a specific causal effect, because they do not 
exist outside the symbolic. Being part of the symbolic means that 
elements of the social "lack an ultimate literality which would reduce 
them to necessary moments of an immanent law” (98). The symbolic 
realm does not mean simply the realm of ideas or language. Since social 
elements are also symbolic elements, there is no separation between the 
discursive and the material realm: "every object is constituted as an 
object of discourse, insofar as no object is given outside every 
discursive condition of emergence” (107). The—partially fixed— 
meaning of any object is derived from its place in a discursive 
formation; thus social elements have no essence outside of their 
definition within a discourse, and all elements of society are equally 
discursive.
The ideas of articulation and subject position are also taken from 
Laclau and Mouffe. First, the attempt to fix, at most partially, elements 
into a discourse Laclau and Mouffe call an articulatory practice and 
for them "Every social practice is . . .  articulatory”(113).
Second, Laclau and Mouffe claim that a single subject position 
normally does not determine an individual's outlook or actions in 
society. This is in part because individuals are engaged in more than 
one social relation and thus may have more than one subject position— 
"not only social relations of production but also the social relations, 
among others, of sex, race, nationality, and vicinity" (Mouffe, 1988).
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These subject positions may also be articulated as part of many 
different discourses (Laclau and Mouffe 114-22).
Gates parenthesizes the "g” to indicate when the word "signifying" is 
the particular African-American term and not the traditional English. 
For the word "signification". Gates capitalizes the African-American 
tom.
"Whereas signification depends for order and coherence on the 
exclusion of unconscious associations which any given word yields at 
any given time. Signification luxuriates in the inclusion of the free play 
of these associative rhetorical and semantic relations" (Gates 49). 
Gates makes clear that signifying is not limited to language when he 
notes that signification takes place within jazz improvisation (63-4). 
Lead rapper Chuck D publicly apologized for anti-semitic remarks 
made by Professor Griff, another member of the group. Public Enemy's 
biggest controversy came in May of '89 when group member Professor 
Griff was quoted in the Washington Times as making anti-semitic 
remarks (see Christgau). The negative publicity which followed this is 
addressed in "Welcome to the Terrordome." However, instead of 
quelling the controversy, this song only created more, in particular 
with the lyric: "Crucifixion ain't no fiction/ So called chosen frozen/ 
Apologies made to whoever pleases/ Still they got me like Jesus." This 
lyric could be read as anti-semitic even if, as rapper Chuck D claims, it 
was not intended to be. On the other hand, the support given to the rap 
group Third Bass, whose co-leader is Jewish, by other rap groups 
including Public Enemy, opposes the idea that rap music is largely anti- 
semitic. White rap groups are rare and even more rarely receive respect 
within the black rap community. For a discussion of Third Bass's 
reception within the black community see 'Two Funky White Boys" 
(Benjamin, 1990). In general, this type of bigotry is least common to rap, 
primarily coming from its indirect association with the Nation of Islam 
and Louis Farrai^an.
This last quote refers to the former network commentator Jimmy "the 
Greek" who made remarks to the effect that blacks were not capable of 
being football coaches, thus the song signifies on football again.
The various messages of the Nation of Islam are complex, I do not 
intend to go into them in any detail. For an excellent discussion of 
Louis Farrakhan and his popularity among black youth see Benjamin 
(1989). One finds the ideals of self-sufficiency that I discuss expressed 
in the Nation of Islam's newspaper The Final Call in which is 
published a description of the separatist black (capitalist) nation 
which is their goal.
See Baker's discussion of the Trueblood episode in The Invisible Man 
(172-79).
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Although Baker is emphasizing ecx)nomic oppression when he uses the 
term "economics of slavery," it should be noted first, that racist 
oppression is certainly connected to economic oppression; second, it is 
evident from Baker's discussion of the "black (w)hole" trope (144-57) 
that he is concerned with forms of oppression other than economic.
The intention here is not to claim that police harassment is the same as 
the racist abuse that blacks faced imder slavery but to claim that police 
brutality is part of the common historical conditions which blacks 
have faced and which Baker encompasses under the term "economics of 
slavery". However, it is interesting to note that NWA links police 
brutality to slavery by splicing together images of the two in their 
"Express Yourself video.
Mike Davis (1992) superbly documents the historical segregation and 
economic exploitation Southcentral L.A. has faced.
For documentation of the continued racial discrimination blacks face 
in the U.S. today including being frequently pulled over by officers 
without explanation see F^gin.
It is important to recognize that all elements of a discourse are not 
equal in their pervasiveness and some elements are more implicit than 
others. These elements one might call hegemonic. For the idea of 
hegemony 1 found especially useful Jean and John Comaroffs' 
"Introduction" to Of Revelation and Revolution: C hristian ity , 
Colonialism and Consciousness in South Africa, Because they are more 
implicit hegemonic elements are more difficult to question.
This is documented in letters from the late 19th century south (Berlin, 
Huhn, Miller, Reidy and Rowland 1986).
Mike Davis addresses this directly in his chapter 'The Political 
Economy of Crack" (309-316).
One finds this especially in rap fan magazines such as Vo/, Right on! 
and Rap Masters where interviews often focus on the expensive items 
the rap artist owns.
"We have learned to accept abstract language as sales propaganda. 
Language based on truth simply arouses impatience to get on with the 
business that is probably advancing" (Adorno and Horkheimer). In a 
society centered around the commodity, the meaning of language 
becomes filled with the logic of the market. Words such as "happiness" 
or "pleasure" become feelings associated with owning certain pr^ucts, 
in part because they are so often used in advertising but more generally 
because under capitalism all values are reduced to the exchange values 
embodied in commodities.
This lyric is sampled from another song, thus signifyin(g) on the 
meaning of the song which it came from and more profoundly 
signifyin(g) on the meaning of love songs in general.
McDonald's, Taco Bell and Tide, just to name a few.
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Ido not have the space to discuss the complex messages with regard to 
women and the trends of bigotry found in the music. I will however 
note, first, that all rap is neither sexist nor homophobic, although both 
elements are prevalent including among women rappers, which again I 
apologize for failing to discuss since a cursory treatment of their 
signiBcance would be difficult, and, second, that both elements are part 
of a dominant American discourse in general, whether in subtle 
forms— b̂eer ads—or unsubtle— t̂he bigotry of Heavy Metal group 
Guns and Roses or "comedians” Sam Kinison and Andrew Dice Clay. 
The point is not that these aspects are unique, but that they limit the 
possible opposition to racist elements of a dominant American 
discourse. For, while rap is trying to oppose the oppression of 
African-Americans, it accef^s the oppression of other groups.





The Smiths,
Pop Culture Referencing, 

and Marginalized Stardom
When questioned about the name of his band, lyricist and lead 

vocalist Morrissey defended his choice of 'The Smiths' by stating, "it 
occurred to me that nobody could put any possible connotations on the 
name. It came at a time when group names were vastly important, 
biblical, monstrous and had a great deal to say. I wanted to get rid of 
that drivel and just say something incredibly basic."^ The choice of a 
name—The Smiths—which almost defines the generic certainly 
cannot be supported as being 'free' of connotations; indeed, the name 
alone engenders a whole set of aesthetic and ideological 
implications. Even further, given his lyrics for The Smiths, 
Morrissey clearly is aware of these implications. The name suggests 
the most undistinguished rock group, yet the Smiths are driven by the 
fiercely eccentric and self-obsessed Morrissey, whose personal vision 
inspires the music and lyrics. The naming of the band, posing a 
tension between a label and the unusual musical and lyrical style of 
the Smiths, serves to illustrate the striking star image of the group. 
This image is based upon the transformation of a political statement, 
in this case the reasons behind the choice of name, into personal 
terms. In many instances, this transformation of the political into the 
personal is centered around a system of pop-culture referencing which 
renders accessible the larger political and ideological concerns of the 
group. In this paper, I will examine the unique form of stardom 
achieved by the Smiths and Morrissey, with particular attention to 
the historical and institutional determinants which aided the 
development of their image.

Historically, The Smiths, formed in 1983, are tied strongly to two 
movements in British music from the previous decade: 'glam' or 
glitter rock from the early '70s and the punk movement from the mid 
to late '70s. The glam rock movement depended heavily on artifice 
and personal style, with artists such as T. Rex, Gary Glitter and Roxy 
Music, emphasizing fashion and image with music. Undoubtedly the 
most influential glam rock artist of this period was David Bowie. 
Bowie's early incarnations, particularly as Ziggy Stardust, were
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based on an androgynous physical image: died orange hair, white 
face make-up and a gaunt face and physique which defied 
categorization in terms of sexual placement. As Simon Frith so 
accurately comments, "Bowie-ism was a way of life-style as 
meaning-and no other idol had such intense influence on his fans as 
David Bowie . . . His voice and body were aesthetic, not sensual, 
objects."^ If rock music has always been centered on subversion, 
Bowie's influence seems located on the periphery of sexual boundaries 
and conventions. Indeed, Bowie's shifting persona, from Ziggy 
Stardust to the thin white duke to the urban aristocrat, can be 
articulated most fruitfully in terms of personal style and fashion, 
with the early sexual experimentation shifting from the androgynous 
to the more recuperable realm of nule fashion histoiy. By fixating on 
outer appearance, Bowie and the other glam rockers chose to ignore 
dealing overtly with political, social and ideological issues in their 
music, with their subversion shifting instead to gender and sexual 
identity.^

In direct contrast to the glam rockers, the punk movement, which 
is often traced to the Sex Pistols and their single "Anarchy in the 
UK" in 1976, was motivated by a clear political agenda. Responding 
to the escalating unemployment, inflation, racial conflicts and the 
declining opportunities for the young in mid-1970s Britain, the punks 
dismantled pop music and the devalued society, arguing for chaos and 
destruction. li\e music reflected the social malaise through dissonant 
guitars and drumming, with lyrics shouted almost in spite of the 
musical accompaniment. The social agenda was physically 
represented through the 'style' of the punks. As Dick Hebdige 
describes, this style of confrontational dressing matched items which 
normally would not be combined, with the items losing their 
conventional meaning in the process: lavatory chains, safety pins, 
dog collars, razor blades, and clothes pegs forming an ensemble based 
on ripping the items from their 'natural' context.^ If the glam rockers, 
such as Bowie, were interested in creating a unified personal style in 
opposition to the dominant norms of sexuality, the punks' style was 
defined by its disunity, its incoherence, by the utter irreconcilability 
of the elements of their style.

These two spheres of the music world in Britain clearly operated 
in mutual exclusion. Indeed, the punk movement could be interpreted 
as decidedly against the artifice inherent in the glam rock world.
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While glam rock mutated into the 'New Romantics' movement, 
evidenced by Spandau Ballet, ABC and Haircut One Hundred, 
heralding just as much artifice and fashion albeit in a heterosexual 
context, the punk movement went underground with the formation of 
the Situationists, an alliance of radical European artists.^ The 
juxtaposition of the two movements can be located however in The 
Smiths, a band formed originally by Steven Morrissey and Johnny 
Marr in Manchester in 1983. In interviews, Morrissey foregrounds the 
ii\fluence of punk on the next generation of British music, with a stress 
on the importance of the Sex Pistols as an influence on the Smiths.^ 
To underline the coimection. The Smiths signed with the small label 
Rough Trade, which had been a significant force in the punk 
movement, rather than signing with a major company which would 
ensure adequate distribution and publicity.^ The Smiths functioned 
primarily through transforming overtly political messages, often 
anarchic as in the punk movement, into issues of personal style. In 
other words, whereas the punks were confrontational in their 
rhetoric. The Smiths transformed this confrontation into personal 
terms, describing the effect of living in a devalued society as a 
marginalized individual. Through this transformation, the anarchy 
of the punks became illustrated through the lyrics of The Smiths, 
describing their utter inability to exist within society.

While the form of The Smiths' stardom is based on the punk 
aesthetic of revolt colliding with glam emphasis on artifice and 
theatricality as evidenced in personal style, a minority of their songs 
do, in fact, concern political and social unrest explicitly. More 
specifically, these songs offer stinging indictments of Thatcherism, 
the Royal Family and the inequity between the depressed industrial 
North of Britain and the relatively affluent South. Recalling the 
Sex Pistols' Anarchy in the UK, The Smiths' single "The Queen is 
Dead" (also the title for their fourth album) advocates, in no 
uncertain terms, destruction of the Royal Family and all Royal 
institutions, with the (Jueen described as "her very Lowness with her 
head in a sling." Similarly, the song "Still 111” offers a manifesto for 
the Thatcher-depressed youth: "I decree today that life is simply 
taking and not giving/England is mine and it owes me a living/Ask me 
why and I'll spit in your eye, ask me why and I'll spit in your eye." 
The England of Thatcher can offer no hope for the young in the eyes of 
Morrissey and The Smiths: in "Interesting Drug," Morrissey warns of
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"some bad people on the rise/some bad p>eople on the right," in 
mourning the future of a young debt-ridden married couple, he returns 
to the question "ever felt had?" Offering no solutions, Morrissey 
fades into the favored punk mode of nihilism, titling his first solo 
album Vim Hate.^ In this album, the tendency towards nihilism is 
especially evident in "Everyday is Like Sunday" depicting a bleak, 
dreary British coastal town for which the singer pleads "Come! 
come! come-nuclear bomb!"

The vast majority of The Smiths’ songs avoid outright political 
statements, focusing instead on an elaborate form of p>op culture 
referencing. This system of referencing relies heavily on icons from 
Britain in the early to mid-1960s. These icons appear on the covers 
from the groups' 45s and albums, through references within the lyrics 
and intages in music videos, and through quotation in interviews and 
publicity releases. Most significantly. The Smiths draw upon the 
movement of British social realism which documented the quotidien 
lives of the working class in films such as Billy Liar, Look Back in 
Anger and Saturday Night and Sunday Morning." The movement is 
appropriated through the image of playwright Shelagh Delaney, 
author of A Taste of Honey, one of the foremost 'kitchen sink’ films, 
dealing with the problents of female sexuality and homosexuality in 
the context of the family.^® Delaney appears as the 'cover star’ on 
the sleeve for the 45 "Girlfriend in a Conta" and on the album cover 
for Louder Than Bombs. Sinularly, British performers from these 
films, such as Terence Stamp and Billie Whitelaw, also appear on 
The Smiths’ album covers, along with iconoclastic playwright Joe 
Orton.^^ The emphasis on the working class. Northern lives of the 
social realist films is replicated in the classic British soap opera 
Coronation Street; The Smiths appropriated Coronation Street star 
Pat Phoenix for a singles cover, with Morrissey also interviewing 
Phoenix for New Musical Express.^^

While the adherence to icons of the '60s social realism can be 
attributed to a political motive, Morrissey’s allegiance to other icons 
from the same period is, at first, more perplexing. In music videos, 
Morrissey pays tribute to the Carry On series of films: low-brow 
farces which were particularly popular in Britain during the 1960s. 
In "Everyday is Like Sunday," the teenage heroine is faced by a 
massive block of television sets all playing "Carry on Holiday," 
while in "Ouija Board, Ouija Board," Carry On star Joan Sims
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appears as a psychic. In a similar vein, Morrissey and The Smiths 
have glorified the most saccharine of '60s music artists through 
collaborating with Sandi Shaw, known primarily for winning the 
Eurovision Song Contest in 1965 for "Puppet on a String," and through 
covering songs from Cilia Black, a singer from the same era with a 
similar clean-cut image. The effect of glorifying these saccharine pop 
singers would be similar to a contemporary American group p>aying 
homage to Burt Bacharach or the Carpenters in their music and 
lyrics.

Perhaps most startling, however, is the appropriation of actor 
Richard Davalos, in his role as James Dean’s brother in East of Eden, 
for the jacket of The Smiths’ final album Strangeways Here We 
Come. Davalos as a choice for the cover seems defined almost 
entirely by not being James Dean. The distinction is obvious, but most 
significant. Choosing to privilege the forgotten Davalos over James 
Dean illustrates a desire to glorify the subordinated, particularly 
those figures whom the media briefly highlighted but subsequently 
ignored. This tendency is clarified through examining the cover from 
The Smiths’ self-titled album which features the naked torso of Joe 
D’Allesandro in a still from Andy Warhol’s Flesh. Through 
D’Allesandro, and other ’stars’ such as Candy Darling (also a Smiths 
cover star), Edie Sedgwick, Viva, and Holly Woodlawn, Warhol 
offered an inversion of the star system from classic Hollywood. With 
a self-conscious appreciation for the artifice of Hollywood, Warhol’s 
star system was based almost entirely on presenting the least 
’admired’ individuals—transvestites and hustlers—as legitimate, 
glamorous stars. In a parallel fashion. The Smiths have constructed a 
similar system of stars, all echoing from a similar era, all largely 
forgotten by the media. Through focusing on the media-oriented icons 
of the era. The Smiths seem interested in demystifying not Britain of 
the ’60s, but rather the packaging and the media representation of 
this era. In this respect also, their goal falls along very similar lines 
to Warhol’s fascination with surfaces and commercial reproduction.

The adherence to reviving media icons, separating them from 
their original context and then juxtaposing them without apparent 
motive, could be interpreted as pastiche, a hallmark of 
postmodernism. Indeed, critics have categorized The Smiths as post 
modern artists; consider Andrew Goodwin’s evaluation, "Groups like 
The Smiths, The Cure and New Order can thus be understood as a
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postmodern response to the 'defeat' of punk and the parallel rise of 
Thatcherism and Reaganism, which is thus seen to 'explain' what 
has sometimes half-jokingly been described as the music's 
'miserablism.'"^^ Goodwin's judgment that the post-modern 
tendencies-which, 1 feel, would include the pop culture referencing- 
are related to the punk movement is correct, although the connection 
needs to receive a stronger emphasis. As was the case for Warhol, the 
pop culture referencing functions for the group as a force through 
which reality is mediated. The punk movement's inherent 
destabilizing of the natural is invoked by The Smiths through this 
filtering of reality through plastic, dated media icons. By 
experiencing reality only through their star system. The Smiths 
illustrate the impossibility of real feeling or real emotion for their 
universe; as they recount in "Nowhere Fast": "If the day came when 1 
felt a natural emotion. I'd get such a shock I'd probably jump in the 
ocean-----"

Through resurrecting these pop icons and then presenting personal 
obsession for these icons as the only form of interaction available in a 
dysfunctional society. The Smiths are able to transform their 
ideological agenda into a more general concern for the marginalized. 
Frequently the system of referencing serves to blunt the overt political 
message of the songs. With the songs recast in more intensely personal 
terms, the ideological message becomes covert. Instead of explicitly 
addressing the failure of Britain due to Thatcherism, to use 
Goodwin's terms, the songs offer an account of being marginalized 
within that society. The Smiths are able to recount living on the 
periphery of society through illustrating the innumerable positions 
negotiated by outsiders. These outsiders can take many forms, such as 
the alcoholic dreamers ("1 was happy in the haze of a drunken 
hour/but heaven knows I'm miserable now" from "Heaven Knows I'm 
Miserable Now"), the shy ("Shyness is nice/but shyness can stop 
you/from doing all the tldngs in life/that you'd like to" from "Ask"), 
the romantically obsessed ("Call me morbid/call me pale/I've spent 
six years on your trail" from "Half a Person") and the unemployed 
("Frankly Mr. Shankly, this position I've held/it pays my way, but 
it corrodes my soul" from "Frankly, Mr. Shankly"). On occasion, these 
positions are presented in a hyperbolic fashion for comic effect: for 
instance, offering the case of a vicar in a tutu ("He's not strange/he
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just wants to live his life that way" from "Vicar in a Tutu") or calling 
for "shoplifters of the world" to unite.

The stardom of The Smiths and Morrissey is intimately connected 
to their privileging of the marginalized. In fact, marginalization can 
be considered as a market strategy by the group, a means through 
which to maximize their economic success. The blunting of the 
political meaning creates songs which most often present 
marginalization as a concept or as a means of living within society, 
without specifying a role for the listener. The effect is to create 
several different possible interpretations of a song. The ambiguity in 
the songs offers a range of readings, all of which recount the position 
negotiated by outsiders from mainstream society. The translation of 
the song into this variety of readings permits a stronger plea for 
accepting difference of all kinds. Of course, individual marginalized 
groups can read the lyrics as specific to their concerns, thereby 
creating a bond between the marginalized group and the star. 
Morrissey is clearly interested in maintaining this wide range of 
readings, if only to create a more solid economic base for his music. 
When questioned on the emphasis on "homosexual longing" in his 
lyrics, Morrissey replied, "I've always said that I leave things very 
open and that I sing about people. Without limitation. And I don’t 
think that automatically makes me a homosexual." When the 
interviewer subsequently states, "You’ve always taken offense at that 
word . . . , ’’ Morrissey adds, "Because it’s limiting and restrictive.’’^̂

This focus on difference in all forms links to the more general 
critical interest in accounting for experience outside the dominant 
cultural norms. In many respects, Morrissey’s strategy echoes Cornel 
West's description of the new cultural politics of difference: "The 
new cultural politics of difference . . . are distinct articulations of 
talented contributors to culture who desire to align themselves with 
demoralized, demobilized, depoliticized and disorganized people in 
order to empower and enable social action and, if possible, to enlist 
collective insurgency for the expansion of freedom, democracy, and 
individuality.’’̂  ®

Consider, for example, a song titled "There’s a Place In Hell For 
Me And My Friends" from Morrissey’s solo album Kill Uncle. The song 
tells of a place "reserved for me and my friends" which, at first, 
seems like paradise: one is never lonely "since when we go/we all 
will go"; the place offers "a bit more time, . . .  a few more gentler
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words" and forgiveness. However, at the end of the song, Morrissey 
repeats the opening phrase, "There is a place . . ." but continues to 
finish, " . . .  a place in hell reserved for me and my friends." 
Moreover, in this place, "if I ever wanted to cry/then I will because 1 
can." The reversal-from heaven to hell-is made even more powerful 
since Morrissey's restrained, almost solemn rendition of the song 
underlines its connection to the ethereal. Like much of the music from 
Morrissey and The Smiths, the appeal of the song falls along several 
different parameters, thereby increasing its market appeal.

A case could be presented for a reading of the song as an ode to 
teenage angst and rebellion. Following in the anarchic tradition of 
punk, "There is a Place In Hell" might be interpreted as a plea by the 
misunderstood teen, choosing to place himself and others like him in 
the place most designed to shock or offend. The defiance of youth and 
the desire for their own emotional and physical space are 
demonstrated in the lyric. Alternately, the song could be read not as a 
rebellious statement, but rather as a plaintive cry by the 
romantically estranged. Indeed, like a post-modern "Only the 
Lonely," Morrissey's song might illustrate the bond between those 
who have loved and lost, their pitiful status placing them in a 
veritable hell. The final plea in the lyric for the freedom to cry, to 
wallow in emotional pain would fit well with this reading. A third 
interpretation of the song could be developed along sexual lines; as 
Armond White suggests, the song describes "the psychologically 
destructive effects of homophobia."^^ Ostracized by bigots and the 
reactionary right seeking to place them "in hell," gays and lesbians 
seek to utilize their new position for its transgressive power; if they 
will be placed in hell, hell will be a place "with a bit more time, and 
a few more gentler words." As such, this re-conception of hell also 
follows directly from the punk rejection of nature and convention.

Nevertheless, a star's image structured in this manner (i.e., 
through the strategy of ambivalence) is extremely tenuous since the 
truly subversive elements are always in danger of breaking through in 
a forceful and clear way. Within Morrissey's image, this tension can 
be located in those aspects which unequivocally advocate an 
alteration in sexual norms or attitudes. For instance, "I'm the End of 
the Family Line" ("With no complications/fifteen generations of 
mine/All honoring nature/until I arrive/with incredible style") 
celebrates the termination of a family tree by a man not "honoring
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nature." While Morrissey does disavow any explicit reference to the 
gay movement in his publicity, even his stated sexual preference- 
celibacy—represents just as much a threat to the continuation of the 
family unit as homosexuality or bisexuality.^^ In these moments, the 
mainstream is most threatened, at exactly the same time of the 
greatest connection between the star and marginalized group.

If songs such as "There is a Place in Hell" encourage alternate 
readings, this tendency is fostered through an ambiguity or, to use a 
stronger term, an obscurity within the songs. While this ambiguity 
possesses an obvious economic rationale, the power of the songs as 
political weapons cannot be underestimated. The diversity of 
readings centered around the forms of marginalization actually 
possesses greater power than an overt political message. While a 
single political agenda can be co-opted, assimilated and dismissed by 
the mainstream, the plurality of messages in these songs cannot be 
subsumed in a similar fashion. Consider, for example, how icons of 
the homosexual subculture were appropriated by the Village People 
in the different gay male stereotypes each character portrayed (e.g., 
cop, leatherman, construction worker); these icons were then 
channeled into the mainstream, shorn of their transgressive power 
and thereby rendered "safe." In this manner, homosexual desire was 
recuperated by the mainstream. In considering this issue with the 
music of The Smiths and Morrissey, the repositioning of the 
homosexual as only one of many outsiders does not allow for a similar 
recuperation by the dominant classes. Indeed, the power of the music 
is located in the bond which Morrissey and The Smiths illustrate 
between all forms of disenfranchised individuals. Through their 
free-floating marginal heroes and their destabilizing star system, 
the music, bom from the unholy alliance of punk and glitter, has 
created a special place in hell for Morrissey and his friends.

University of North Texas Justin Wyatt

Notes

John Robertson, Morrissey in His Own Words (London: Omnibus 
Press, 1988) 60.
Simon Frith, 'The Art of Posing," Music for Pleasure: Essays in the 
Sociology of Pop (New York: Routledge, 1988) 176.



84 Popular Culture Review

4
5
6

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

See Dick Hebdige's analysis of the glam rock phenomenon in 
Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London: Metheun, 1979) 59-62. 
Hebdige 106-107.
John A. Waller, Cross-Overs (London: Comedia, 1987) 120.
See, for example, interviews with Morrissey on this issue, including 
Mark Kemp, "Wake Me When It's Over," Select (July 1991) M.
Johnny Marr comments, "It was a conscious decision to sign to Rough
Trade because they had done a lot of good work in the past___We got
offers from every major company in England and a few in America." 
Quoted in Mick Middles, The Smiths (London: Omnibus Press, 1985) 
21 .

Morrissey and Johnny Marr chose to pursue solo projects after the 
Smiths album Strangeways Here We Come. Due to the strong 
connection between the work of the Smiths and Morrissey's four solo 
albums, 1 am discussing Morrissey's solo work as an extension to the 
overall project within The Smiths.
As Morrissey comments, "My relentless obsession with British hlms of 
the '40s, '50s and '60s has had an overwhelming influence on
everything I've ever written___Modem Blms do not inspire me at all.
I refuse to watch anything post-1971 because every story had been told 
by then." [Lauren Spencer, "Sound & Vision," Movieline (March 1993) 
55].
Pam Cook, "Auteur Theory and British Cinema," in Cook (ed) The 
Cinema Book (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985) 149.
Orton appears on the album cover for Hatful of Hollow, while 
Whitelaw can be located on the 45 cover for "William It Was Really 
Nothing" and Stamp on the 45 cover for "What Difference Does It 
Make?"
For a review of the exact references to various media icons, see Stuart 
Maconia, David (^antick, and Len Brown, 'There's a Bignose Who 
Knows," New Musical Express (May 25, 1991) 12-13.
Andrew Goodwin, "Popular Music and Postmodern Theory," Cultural 
Studies 5 (May 1991) 187.
Nick Kent, "Tlie Dead End: Morrissey Interviewed," The Face (May 
1990) 53.
Cornel West, 'The New Cultural Politics of Difference," in Russell 
Ferguson, Martha Gever, Trinh T. Minh-ha and Cornel West (editors) 
Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1990) 20.
Armond White, "Superstar: Morrissey Finds a Space in Hell," LA 
Weekly (April 26, 1991) 34.
Julian Stringer offers an interesting discussion of this issue in "The 
Smiths: Repressed (But Remarkably Dressed)," Popular Music 11.1 
(1990) 24.



Magic Regencies:
How Fantasy Forms a Hybrid

Many science fiction and fantasy readers and writers have had an 
ongoing interest in other popular frameworks, even to the extent of 
combining them into hybrids of two or more genres. This interest 
includes Regencies, those f)eriod novels of love and manners set 
between the French Revolution and the reign of Victoria, roughly 
corresponding to the scandalous era of George IV. As evidence of this 
interest. Regency dancing, which figures in many novels of the period, 
has become a staple activity (in costume) at science fiction and 
fantasy cons. The attraction of this colorful heyday of convention and 
hierarchy, whose best known author. Georgette Heyer, who is 
sometimes considered a popular Jane Austen, is its tension between 
Romantic individuality and rigid convention. Recently fantasy 
novelists in particular have begun to adapt and blend such Regency 
ingredients for their own purposes.

This essay examines recent fantasy works by Patricia Wrede and 
Teresa Edgerton and space opera by Walter Jon Williams as examples 
not only of the combining of Regency and fantasy frameworks, but also 
how successful hybrids are made. A contrasting example, a Regency 
mystery by Kate Ross, illustrates the pitfalls of creating hybrids. In 
general, I offer the theory that popular hybrids can form between any 
two compatible frameworks—fantasy and Regency are one such pair- 
or hybrids may form when one strong framework is allowed to 
dominate another, as fantasy does in several works by the three 
authors cited above. In a dominant hybrid, the chief elements of each 
framework are retained, while the more flexible one adapts, from 
plot to detail, the less elastic or less clearly defined one.

To examine how these particular frameworks. Regency and 
fantasy, combine, it is useful to first sununarize them. A fan of 
fantasy writing can reasonably expect the following elements: magic; 
practitioners of magic, both good and evil; rules and rituals for the 
practice of magic; magical beings such as elves, dwarves, and trolls; a 
hierarchical society, usually feudal, with court and peasant class, 
including artisans and those classless artists, the bards; and finally, 
opposition from those who are afraid of, skeptical about, or hostile
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towards magic. Readers can further expect a central theme to be 
addressed through these elements: the overcoming of obstacles to the 
flow of magic. The underlying question is whether the practice of 
magic is acceptable~a perfect theme for an imaginative writer—and 
the answer is always yes. By some means, generally faith in the self 
and in others, misuses of magic are overcome and magical talent is 
accepted by the principal characters.

Fantasy, because of its strong yet general framework, tends to 
play content against the frame rather than challenging it, an 
approach that easily leads to creating hybrids. Fantasy addresses 
feminist issues, for instance, through the frame: the practitioner may 
be condemned for magic because she is a woman. Fantasy writers tend 
to use new content to reconsider form, while science fiction tends to be 
reshaped by content. This contrast is evident in the work of Emma 
Bull, who writes both fantasy and science fiction. Her fantasy novel. 
War for the Oaks, is a hybrid with literary realism, a "contemporary 
fantasy," but it retains all the fantasy elements, which dominate. 
The story takes place in Minneapolis and all its principal characters 
play in a rock band, but some of them are elves and the plot addresses 
the central fantasy theme of magical vindication. Bull's science 
fiction novels. Falcon and Bone Dance, are looser in form with greater 
attention to individual situations.

Regency is a narrower form than fantasy, and its reader 
expectations are more specific. There must be titled nobility, country 
gentry, and a servant class. There must be contrasts between high and 
low life, country and city, and between good and bad characters 
irrespective of breeding. Heroes, male or female, are those who 
display humor, initiative, and ultimate good sense. Male heroes are 
thirty to forty years old, fennales seventeen to late twenties, and 
neither has been seriously in love. Regency novels are generally set 
in England, though parts also may take place on the Continent, 
especially in France. Perhaps most important is the rich texture of 
period details and the language of fashion, sport, and (x>pular culture 
in general. Whether the hero's coat is made by Weston or Scott is as 
momentous as his marriage plans. The slang, in particular, from 
drinking "blue ruin" (swilling gin) to being a "mere whipster" (a poor 
hand at driving a team) is used so consistently from book to book as to 
constitute part of the framework. Much of the plot centers on the
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"ton," or the first stare of society, though some characters will have 
nwre town-bronze than others.

Regency novels are about holding out for love, and their heroes, 
male or female, in fact may have given up on personal happiness. 
The underlying question, whether it is okay to marry for love, is 
always answered yes, and those who make a love match are 
rewarded with wealth and status as well as happiness. Regencies 
are a cozy form that ends in a marriage, though many also include a 
mystery along with a romance. As a narrow form. Regencies are 
vulnerable to exhausting their possibilities. It is perhaps for this 
reason that they make a good choice for hybridizing with other, more 
resilient frameworks such as fantasy.

The correspondences between the two frameworks are already 
obvious—nobility and servants, special language and detail, rituals of 
magic and social behavior, and themes of personal choice. Just as 
someone generally opposes magic as anathema, someone-family or 
guardians-opposes the love match, or the lovers themselves may 
hesitate. The similarities in theme and elements make combinations 
a likely choice for fantasy writers and several have taken advantage 
of the possibilities.

Both Wrede and Edgerton have been successful fantasy writers 
before adapting Regency elements. Wrede had published a series of 
interlocking novels set in a pretechnological and multicultural world 
which has gender and cultural issues about magic. Edgerton had 
published the Green Lion trilogy centered in court intrigue, opposition 
to magic, and traditional elements such as shape-changing, and has 
since continued with a fourth novel in this world.

It would be natural to assume that fantasy is the primary 
framework for both authors, but the two have blended Regency 
elements to different degrees. In Sorcery & Cecelia (1988), Wrede and 
her co-author, fantasy writer Caroline Stevermer, adopted a full- 
scale Regency plot told as a novel of letters. Kate, who makes her 
social debut in London, and Cecie, her cousin still in the country, 
correspond about a magical mystery that engulfs them both. It is 
Cecelia's letters from home that chiefly further the magic plot, 
while Kate's engagement to the mysterious Marquis of Schofield 
launches the romance. The London letters naturally report on fashion, 
slang, and custom. An afterword details how the novel was created as 
a "Letter Game" between the two writers, with Wrede choosing a
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Regency setting in which magic works. The Regency details are fitted 
neatly into the fantasy framework. The book blurb illustrates this 
well:

Indeed, there's a great deal happening in London.
First, there was the matter of the witch trying to 
poison Kate at Sir Hilary's induction into the Royal 
College of Wizards . . . .  What spell did the 
beautiful Dorothea cast to nuike her the toast of the 
town? And how to tell Aunt Charlotte that Oliver 
has been turned into a tree?

Even the silly fop who thinks of nothing but his cravat, a Regency 
staple, is the object of a plot to drain his latent magical talent. In 
fact, the central magical object and bone of contention is a chocolate 
pot suitable for high tea.

Plots merge as well as detail. The acceptability of using charms 
neatly parallels the proper uses of personal charms, as two pairs of 
lovers, country and city, must use both spells and wits to thwart evil 
magicians and clear the path for true love. A good example of this is 
Dorothea's mother, Miranda. She combines both the mercenary 
Regency mothers who scheme for a brilliant match and the power- 
hungry sorceresses of fantasy court intrigues. In dealing with her, 
both female heroes become capable spell-weavers while also finding 
love matches. Cecelia is a well-balanced blend of the two forms.

Wrede's second Regency use, Mairelon the Magician (1991), uses 
the same Regency setting cWefly for language, custom, and high-low 
contrast rather than for plot details. The lingo still includes 
avoiding Robin Redbreasts (Bow Street runners) and piking off after 
gentry coves (following members of the nobility), but while the 
period references add texture to the novel, it is a classical fantasy 
tale of discovering and utilizing magical talent while fending off 
corrupt practitioners.

As in Cecelia and several of Wrede's fantasy novels, the plot 
revolves around a magical object. Kim, a street girl living disguised 
as a boy, first spies on and then works for the toff magician, 
Mairelon/Richard Merrill, whose act covers his search for ritual 
artifacts stolen from the Royal College of Magicians. Kim's rise from 
rags to comparative security through discovery of her own powers is a
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fantasy theme, not a Regency one. Wrede used this theme in her 
earlier fantasy novels, especially in Daughter of Witches, whose 
plot is sinular to Mairelon. More importantly, Wrede has left aside 
the Regency focus on romance in favor of the fantasy focus on talent. 
Kim's becoming Richard's ward is much less emphasized than her 
becoming his magical apprentice. Mairelon is therefore more a period 
fantasy than a full hybrid, though as Publisher's Weekly noted, it 
will satisfy fans of both frameworks. Such usage is perhaps simply 
another way of reclaiming England as a magic space while enjoying 
Regency detail.

Teresa Edgerton's duo of novels. Goblin Moon and The Gnome’s 
Engine (both 1991), also adapt Regency framework to fantasy 
purposes. Seramarias Vorder (named for an alchemical jewel), cannot 
help but despise foppish and mystical poet Francis Love Skelbrooke. 
After all, she has seen what magical lore has done to destroy her 
grandfather's career. Meanwhile, Jed Braun, bom to the servant class 
but rapidly rising in the merchant guild, hojTelessly loves fragile and 
sweet Elsie Vorder, Sera's wealthy cousin. Elsie's mother meanwhile 
urges on her the suit of an unsavory dandy, Jarl Sogstra. So far, good 
Regency plot. Yet it takes places in an utterly fantastical "Euterpe," 
in a city where men and gnomes live in mansions carved by dwarves 
and the poor are additionally preyed upon by hobgoblins. Lord 
Skelbrooke, described as "small, neat, and delicately scented" (182), 
takes pinches of "sleep dust" instead of snuff, and dashingly acts as a 
magical vigilante. Additional plots revolve around the finding of a 
preserved body floating in a coMn, and the creation of a homunculus 
from a mandrake root. Sogstra and his compatriot, Baron Vodni, are 
excellent examples of Edgerton's merger of frameworks. They are 
perfectly in character as unscrupulous rakes, but turn out also to hide 
claws and hooves—in short, the unworthy suitors are half trolls who 
seek a blood wedding to sustain their powers, not merely a wealthy 
heiress.

Edgerton's second novel. The Gnome’s Engine, is less a sequel than 
a completion of the plots launched in the first book, ranging from 
fairy revenge to the question of hobgoblin intelligence. As in the first, 
fantasy plot dominates Regency manners. In the last quarter of the 
book, frank comments on sexuality completely exceed the discreet 
Regency frame. In fact, the book ends not with the resolution of 
romance but with the raising of a lost continent. One usage of Regency
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frame in the plot resolution, however, is Lord Skelbrooke's decision to 
retire from his adventures upon his marriage—a classic Regency 
settling down. As in Goblin Moon, Regency provides new clothes for 
fantasy's lively framework.

Also worth noting are two genuine space Regencies by Walter Jon 
Williams about impoverished nobleman and "allowed burglar" 
Drake Maijstral, a languid gentleman with wavy locks, plenty of 
lace, and a signature diamond on one finger. Williams’s foppish but 
technological hero and his equally blended milieu further 
demonstrate the adaptability of the frame into another well-defined 
form, space opera.

The Crown Jewels (1987) and House of Shards (1988) take place in 
a literal regency--the former Emperor being in cryogenic storage 
while his court debates the succession. This universe is dominated by 
Khosalikh High Custom, defined by "their formality, elegance, 
their rigid idealism"—all compatible with Regency society. High 
Custom includes numerous social rituals for greeting, dancing, dueling, 
gaming, and impersonating Elvis. This social complexity results in 
sentences such as, "Maijstral brushed her knuckles with his lips 
before sniffing her ears" (Crown 4). Fashion and speech mark a 
character as good "ton"-the word used—or as "Non-U." Maijstral's 
assistant, Gregor, acquires polish by deciding "not to paint his face in 
the pastel colors he had favored in his youth, and to say 'perhaps' 
instead of 'maybe' and 'vetch' instead of 'clinker'" (Crown 116).

Regency ronwnce and mystery hilariously fit right into a space 
going world with floating micromedia globes, semilife healing 
patches, and psych-scanners (sometimes used for duels). As in 
Edgerton's novels. Regency concern for custom and its characteristic 
language add texture and interest to a compatible form, while plot 
elements also blend where Regency serves space fantasy. Secondary 
romances and assignations barely avert disaster before being happily 
resolved, while an arranged marriage is hinted at for Maijstral and 
the spirited Duchess of Behn, raised on "a chorus of Duty, Duty, 
Duty" (Shards 134).

The hybrid theory demonstrated here is obvious, once pointed out, 
yet it explains much. It explains why Pam West's 20/20 Vision will 
satisfy both science fiction and detective fans, but why Louise Erdrich 
and Michael Dorris' The Crown of Columbus, its basic detection plot 
laboring under a load of significance, fails as both mystery and
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literary novel (and why A.S. Byatt's lush documents in the case in 
Possession succeed). It explains, indeed, the difficulty in merging 
literary and popular forms. When literary fiction, which has a 
vaguely defined framework, dominates popular elements, a bad 
literary novel results. John Cawelti has observed a similar 
phenomenon in movies that attempt to merge the Western with more 
"serious" filmmaking. Cawelti says of Heaven's Gate:

Cimino tried to treat the conflict between ranchers 
and the fanners in terms of the contemporary themes 
that he had explored so effectively in The Deer 
Hunter . . . .  The result simply exploded the limited 
boundaries of the Western genre" (15). Unforgiven, on 
the other hand, successfully contains literary content 
within a characteristic Western frame.

The pitfalls of such combinations are illustrated well by Cut to 
the Quick, a Regency mystery by Kate Ross (1993). Mystery 
frameworks divide generally into the cozy and the hard-boiled. In 
the latter, readers expect graphic violence and often sex, violent 
emotions, and detective and/or police procedures. In the former, 
readers expect rational inquiry and polite behavior masking violence 
and strong emotion. Both types emphasize the restoration of social 
order over individual resolutions, though both may take legal 
questions into their detective's hands. Even in cozy house party 
mysteries, romance and personal solutions are secondary.

Of the two types, cozy mysteries, with their rigid social 
structures, are obviously more compatible with lighthearted Regency 
frameworks than hard-boiled novels of crime. Georgette Heyer, 
indeed, adapted her own Regency characters to country-weekend 
mysteries quite successfully. Mean-streets mysteries are much more 
likely to break the fragile Regency structure of artificial hierarchy.

Ross’s plot features a dandified, eccentric Regency gentlemen, 
Julian Kestrel, who seems a distant ancestor of Campion and 
Whimsey. But while the mystery takes place at a country mansion, 
its plot involves not only an arranged marriage and family pride, but 
the murder of a young woman. In Regency plots a woman's reputation
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or virtue may be endangered, but only villains, and nutle villains at 
that, die.

Ross has dealt with this major transgression from Regency 
expectations by focusing on the period and curtailing Regency slang, as 
if simply writing an historical mystery. Further, she has reversed 
the Regency pairing of romance and mystery: lovers and flirtations 
take a back seat to detection, as they do in all mysteries except that 
sub-genre, romantic suspense, in itself something of a hybrid of gothic 
atmosphere and mystery plot.

Because mystery heavily dominates the Regency form, the 
mixture holds together, yet it seems less a blend then a crime novel 
dropped into the era. Ross seenw to intend a Regency sensation novel 
along the lines that Anne Perry has developed in her Victorian crime 
series. Yet it is difficult to create a new Regency framework while 
using details that evoke the one already established, such as 
fashionable dandies and arranged marriages.

Steven Hawking, in A Brief History of Time, has defined a 
successful theory as one which not only describes what has occurred 
but also applies to what happens next. The prediction of hybrid 
theory is that fantasy will continue to merge other forms, adapting 
them satisfactorily into its resilient framework, and that Regencies 
will continue to be adapted by a variety of forms, with varying 
success dependent up>on compatibility. Ross's novel, the first in a 
projected series, is some evidence that this is happening. Further, 
these examples will encourage other hybrids between popular 
frameworks; horror frames, for instance, are already being exploited 
by science fiction, fantasy, and literary realism. Such hybrids will 
fail when the stronger frame is not given its due, and succeed, as do 
the novels of Wrede, Edgerton, Williams, and to some extent, Ross, 
whenever a well-defined and flexible frame is allowed to shape a 
narrower or more nebulous one.

University of Nebraska, Kearney 
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Stranded in the Sixties: 
The Politics of Mailer’s 

Armies of the Night

In The White Negro (1957), Norman Mailer declared it 
"impossible to conceive a new philosophy until one creates a new 
language . . (287). Over the following decade his language
managed to offend reviewers across the whole critical spectrum, from 
Life magazine to The New York Review of Books. His work was 
called coarse, trivial, scatological, and more positively, an atrocity 
upon his talent. Granville Hicks, reviewing Why Are We in 
Vietnam? for The Saturday Remew, concluded that Mailer "had set 
out to put an end to the literary use of four-letter words by making the 
reader everlasting tired of them . . . "  (qtd. Manso 454).

It is telling, however, that Hicks went on to complain about 
Mailer's drift into "nonliterary matter" (Manso 454). Mailer’s 
language was all the more offensive because it embodied the idiom of 
a new, "nonliterary" politics—notably that of the New Left. Early in 
the fifties Mailer had treated, in Barbary Shore, the rift between 
the prewar and postwar Left. Now, in the late sixties, his interest 
turned to the even more decisive schism between the Old and New 
Left (Leeds 248). The latter. Mailer came to believe, was the 
intellectual vanguard of a growing army of dissent. In a massive act 
of civil disobedience-the October 1967 March on the Pentagon-this 
army took a dramatic stand in what Mailer would proclaim the 
Second Civil War (Merrill, Armies 135).

If the March were that significant, then its message had to 
involve more than a protest against the Vietnam war. What was 
that message? Neither of the armies confronting each other across 
the Pentagon parking lots had any clear idea of their larger 
objectives—hence Mailer's allusion to Arnold's lines from "Dover 
Beach":

. . .  the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams.
So various, so beautiful, so new.
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light.
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Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight.
Where ignorant armies clash by night.

Armies brought Mailer the greatest critical acclaim he had had 
since The Naked and the Dead (1948). It won both the 1968 National 
Book Award for arts and letters and the Pulitzer Prize for general 
nonfiction: but part of what distinguished it from Mailer's long list of 
failures was simply its critical moment. For once, in his frankly 
confessed confusion over these events. Mailer spoke for much of the 
nation.

In less modest days he had clung to a politics of purism, turning 
first to revolutionary socialism and then to the radical solipsism of 
the "hipster." In The Vihite Negro he had accepted anarchy as the 
only viable alternative to totalitarianism. Virtue lay in divorce 
from society, and in setting out on an "uncharted journey into the 
rebellious imperatives of the se lf (Mailer, White 275-76).

Through the 1960s, however. Mailer's radicalism receded under 
layers of doubt. This seemed to put him close to the New Left, with 
its similar impatience for Old Left certainties; but the resemblance 
proved fleeting. As new certainties replaced the old. Mailer found 
himself "stranded in the sixties," fascinated and yet appalled by 
stalwart revolutionaries such as Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, or 
especially Walter Teague, whose tireless lectures he suffered for 
hours after his arrest (Armies 181). In Armies of the Night we find 
Mailer—a self-styled "left conservative"—alienated not only from 
the political factions nulling around him in the March, but even from 
his own putative convictions.

Mailer's politics of uncertainty gains new meaning in the 1990s. 
Granting all the doubts. Mailer refused to give up on political, 
cultural and literary referentiality. He declined, that is, the 
anesthetic of pure, textualist aesthetics. While he problematized 
realism, he remained responsible to a world where literature has real 
consequence and—in accord with today's "postmodernism of 
resistance"—judgment may be the only alternative to complicity.

For Mailer, however, judgment is as much an imaginative act as a 
rational one. If this view distances him from ordinary journalism 
(Weber 81), it is not just because he takes fictional liberties.
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Zavarzadeh credits Armies with advancing another generic form 
entirely: the nonfiction novel (53), in accord with Mailer's contention 
that history requires nuance as well as fact (Weber 87). In Armies, 
however, nuance so completely overwhelms fact that it may fairly be 
asked how such a work can be called history.

The strongest case for the historical status of Armies is made by 
Robert Merrill, who fruitfully compares Armies with Hemingway's 
The Green Hills of Africa (1935) and Truman Capote's In Cold Blood 
(1965), both of which share with Armies a central concern with a real 
event (Merrill, Norman 110). Part of what distinguishes Armies from 
these works is the character development of Mailer's mock-heroic 
protagonist. This fictional Mailer comes close to Henry Miller's 
fictional Miller, though Miller made no historical claims for his 
character. Another difference, according to Merrill, is that while 
Mailer's character does develop to some degree through the course of 
Book One, this does not occur as a novelistic end in itself, but as an 
instrument for the cultural and political judgments of Book Two, an 
ostensive history. Merrill stresses that Book One, as a novel, is 
structurally supportive of Book Two. Clearly the goal of Armies "is 
to interpret an historical event rather than dramatize its hero's 
spiritual growth" (117).

Since Book One is largely given over to self-referentiality, 
literary critics such as Laura Adams have been prone to treat it as the 
(Quixotic and properly literary section, to which Book Two plays at 
best a prosaic Sancho. In fact. Mailer is exhibiting the weaknesses of 
both approaches when taken alone. Somewhere in the indeterminate 
middle. Mailer is suggesting a third option, close to the New 
Journalism of Tom Wolfe, though more philosophically exploratory. 
By self-deconstructing his own insights. Mailer could better transmit 
the raw experience of the Pentagon March. Realism finally triumphs 
over self-referentiality through a powerfully charged sense of time 
and place.

Book One establishes the protagonist Mailer as the lens for this 
anomalous contextualism. Much as Henry Adams turned alienation 
into a cultural asset in his famous Education, Mailer's political lens is 
all the more powerful because he is ideologically "stranded," 
inoculated against the lures of any given political preachment.

He establishes himself, for example, as the lone Novelist among 
journalists, and as a "left-conservative" among liberals and ordinary
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leftist. There is an almost visceral dimension to his alienation. He is 
revolted by the "air of Ivy League intimacy" surrounding liberals such 
as William Sloane Coffin, the chaplain of Yale (Armies 83-84). 
Richard Poirier links his chronic "will to differentiate" (90) to his 
obsession with dialectic tension (102). The problem with Mailer the 
would-be revolutionary is that "in his world the only real defeat is in 
any illusion of victory . . ."  (Poirier 103). Real victory would resolve 
or at least ameliorate tension. Mailer's real quest, as Poirier sees it, 
is for new and novel ways to differentiate himself:

He is searching for the ways in which Mailer the 
Novelist does NOT fit into any easy alliance. How 
could he be expected to fit, having designated 
himself as the Novelist responsible for values no 
other kind of writer, except possibly a poet, 
necessarily has to care about--the Imagination, 
dread, awe, wonder, mystery? (90)

It is something of an understatement, therefore, when Walter 
Rideout characterizes Mailer's radicalism as being of "an 
indeterminate sort" (318). Consider his class affiliations, or rather 
disaffiliations. While he credits the working class for their loyalty 
to friends, he cannot condone their indifference to ideas. Conversely, 
he credits the middle class for their idealism, yet remonstrates them 
for their aloofness towards more rooted values (Armies 287), the 
values of the town rather than the city. He remarks on the odd 
inversion of Marxist revolutionary theory that the Pentagon March 
represented.

It would take the rebirth of Marx for Marxism to 
explain definitively this middle class condemnation 
of an imperialist war in the last Capitalist nation 
(and this working class affirmation). But it is the 
urban middle class in America who always feel most 
uprooted, most alienated from America itself, and so 
instinctively most critical of America . . . .  (Armies 
287)
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Mailer knew full well that most of his readership was composed 
of the class he was blasting. This deliberate alienation effect is 
compounded, in Book One, by his effort to present himself as 
something of a buffoon, and a rather pompous and bellicose one at 
that. Clearly he wants to preclude any easy identification on the 
reader's part with Mailer the would-be hero.

The same can be said for his reliability as a first-hand witness. 
While he does claim greater credibility than can be expected from 
the Time article quoted on the first page of Armies, that is saying 
very little. He sees the media in general as placing a "forest of 
inaccuracy" between the American public and the events covered 
(Armies 245). As did his Cannibals and Christians, 1966, Armies ties 
media distortion to mass apathy. What else but apathy could result 
when facts or events are stripped of their existential content? And 
what better climate for totalitarianism could there be than this 
apathy? The remedy, so far as Mailer is concerned, is a strong blast of 
uninhibited, Maileresque reality.

Nevertheless, Mailer all but advertises the fact that his version 
of the march is flawed. The real danger, so far as he is concerned, lies 
in the attempt of standard journalism and historiography to 
camouflage their distortions. TTiis explains Mailer's comment that 
Book Two of Armies is in fact a "novel," while Book One--three 
fourths of Armies by volume—is "a history in the guise or dress. . .  of a 
novel. . . "  (Armies 284). Laura Adams takes Book One to be by far the 
more important of the two (133); but Merrill's case for the structural 
unity of the two books is cogent enough. Mailer's immediate concern 
throughout is to save his history from abstraction. On the one hand 
he takes his stand against the metafictional, anti-realist drift of 
literature, while on the other hand he combats the temptation to 
frame his realism in anything but subjective or tentative terms, or to 
limit the scope of realism by adhering to what he dubs "the old 
literary corset of good taste" (Armies 62).

As Zavarzadeh explains it. Capote's ambition in In Cold Blood 
was to "re-cover" a set of historical events, whereas Mailer's aim is 
to "cover" events (180). Mailer accepts the surrender of historical 
closure as a fair price for the right to take a personal stand-in this 
case a participatory stand. His ambition, clearly, is to penetrate 
beyond surface phenomena to grasp the 'feel' or experiential meaning 
of history in the making.
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By collapsing the distinction between fiction and journalism, or 
literature and history. Mailer would discredit ordinary reporting and 
restore a realistic base to literature. Against the grain of so much 
postmodern literature, David Lodge credits A rm ies with 
revalidating interpretative experience (321-22). This results in what 
Zavarzadeh terms "fictuality" or ”bi-referentiality," an amalgam of 
self-referentiality and external verifiability (57-58).

To what extent does Mailer actually achieve this referential 
hybrid? Was it not Mailer's sense of his own limitations which led 
him to divide Armies, against his declared literary aims, into two 
books, a novel and a relatively conventional history? Mailer was 
finally unable to suppress his romantic idea of authorship—which is 
a serious shortcoming so far as bi-referentiality is concerned. Like the 
confessional poetics of Allen Ginsberg, which did so much to renew 
the radical force of realism in the sixties (Thornton and Thornton 
103), Mailer's personalism finally limits what Bakhtin has 
identified as the heteroglot dimensions of literature, especially with 
regard to the novel (Collins 66). Though Mailer's express ambition is 
to sustain the dialogical tension to which Bakhtin refers, and though 
he has worked throughout his career to support the relevance of 
literature as social and political criticism, the fact remains that 
Armies sacrifices part of its social relevance and dialogical power on 
the alter of Mailer's egocentrism. There is comic relief to be had from 
some of Mailer's asides, such as his confession—while reporting on a 
speech by Dr. Spock-that he was predisposed to dislike Spock after 
three of his four wives had made him endure Spock's formula for 
infant care {Armies 116). It is neither humorous nor enlightening, 
however, when Mailer likens the horrors of napalm bombing to "the 
ravages of booze on the better foliage of his brain” {Armies 69).

To his credit. Mailer seems to have sensed that his narrative 
technique sometimes obscured his representation of historical events. 
Book Two was not part of the original Harper's version of Armies, and 
by appending it Mailer was tacitly confessing that something was 
remiss in the original. Book Two not only remedies Mailer's 
solipsistic tendencies, but reaches beyond what Robert Merrill 
considered the social problematic of Book One—and indeed of 
Mailer's whole career since V/hite Negro—which was nihilism. In 
Armies as a whole Merrill finds a moving testimony of spiritual 
renewal (Merrill, "Armies" 137).
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This testimony is all the more renuirkable for having issued from 
such an alienated (and often inebriated) reporter as Norman Mailer, 
a self-described "comic hero" on the fringes of the event under study. 
Mailer himself questions the competence of such an "historian" 
(.Armies 67). Having duly noted the arbitrariness of his 
interpretation. Mailer unabashedly offers an omniscient account of 
American social reality. The absurdity of such a dual, self 
deconstructing exercise is the real point, according to Zavarzadeh. 
The comic futility of the drunken reporter is contraposed to the other 
Mailer, the public man and realist "scribe," who would still 
superimpose "grand patterns on the actual" (Zavarzadeh 157).

However, against those who would discard realism along with 
totalism. Mailer sets about to save realism by defending the mystery 
and contingency of actual experience. No small part of Mailer's 
opposition to liberalism-as personified in Armies by Paul Goodman— 
was its disrespect for the sheer complexity of life outside the 
technological bubble. Indeed, the same is true of the Old Left, whose 
conflict with liberalism, in Mailer's view, comes down to a "quarrel 
among engineers" (qtd. Merrill, "Armies" 133). In some respects the 
Pentagon represents for Mailer what the dynamo did for Henry 
Adams (Merrill, "Armies" 128), though for Mailer it is not the 
dynamism of the Pentagon that he most fears. Mailer's war on 
technologism, as on the mass media, is prompted as much by the 
apathy it engenders as by its distortion of reality (Solotaroff 223). 
TTiis apathy was reflected in the indifference of liberals, as well as 
the Old Left, toward the technological machine that produced the 
war they claimed to oppose. Mailer considered it a toss up whether 
Communism or liberal Capitalism would do the greater damage in 
Asia: "In either case, the conquest would be technological, and so 
primitive Asian societies would be uprooted" (Armies 210).

The hope, then, lay with the New Left which at least brought 
the real issues into focus. In 1963 Mailer had seen America as a land 
where opposing Armies never meet: The Right, the Center, and what 
there is of the Left have set up encampments on separate hills . . ." 
(qtd. Merrill, "Armies" 133). What Mailer admired about the New 
Left was their determination to confront the real enemy—the 
engineers as well as the generals—taking the conflict into "the womb 
and cradle of technology land" (Armies 94). It was Mailer's fond 
hope that the March on the Pentagon, the cradle of technology land.
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was the beginning of America's second civil war, culturally speaking. 
His lament was that Arnold's words from "Dover Beach"--”where 
ignorant armies clash by night"--applied all too well to the 
ideologies converging on the Pentagon. The most he could hope for, 
among the best and the brightest, was a catharsis, the rite of passage 
that he charts in Book Two. Thus nihilism could be transformed into 
purposeful rebellion (Merrill, "Armies" 136).

This wishful thinking, framed as a personal and collective 
conversion experience, involves more prophecy than mimesis. 
Solotaroff charges that Book Two is indeed a fiction rather than a 
history—fiction, that is, in the accidental sense of false prophecy 
(233). Likewise, Mailer's seeming conversion incites Irving Howe's 
charge that Mailer has been gulled into naive identification with 
the new "charismatic" Left and its apotheosis of Mao and Castro. 
Howe had watched in anguish as the old New Left shifted its 
allegiance from nonviolent, "participatory democracy" to a quasi- 
Leninist, "vanguard" politics of violent confrontation (xiii). Jerry 
Rubin, the Project Director, attests that the Pentagon March was "the 
first demonstration where it was the activists, not middle-of-the- 
road types, who determined what happened . . ." (qtd. Manso 460). 
Corroborating Howe's suspicion, Rubin states that "the whole thing 
was engineered to be as confrontational as possible. Our isolating the 
Pentagon was designed to inspire your people to fly Vietcong flags..." 
(qtd. Manso 460). An ironic footnote is that the SDS, under the spell 
of Che Quevara, stood opposed to violent confrontation during the 
March, for Che had denounced confrontation in the face of a superior 
military force (Armies 282).

In any case, it was not just for amusement that Mailer took up the 
esoteric banner of "left conservatism," which surely precluded the 
kind of "vanguard" tactics that Howe has in mind. There is simply no 
substance to Howe's charge that Mailer failed to see "that there was 
a deeply authoritarian side to the New Left" (qtd. Manso 407). Rubin 
testifies that Mailer, far from joining the yippies, was basically 
"middle class" in his p>olitics, despite the fact that "in the end The 
Armies of the Night became the bible of the movement" (qtd. Manso 
461). Morris Dickstein points out that Mailer's radicalism was more 
the Freudian or perhaps Reichian variety (502). Though Mailer 
clearly admires the more willful marchers, who stay on after dark to 
face the strong-arm tactics of paratroopers rather than national
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guardsmen, he was just as disgusted as Howe was by those "drifters in 
raggedy clothes" who managed to turn a demonstration for peace "into 
a sickening, club-swinging mess" (Armies 290). He adds that by "the 
end of the day, the only concern anybody could have was for the 
soldiers who were taking the abuse" (Armies 290). He means, of 
course, "anybody" of like background. The federal marshals who 
arrested him reminded him of his old army buddies (Armies 174).

This concern for the soldiers and marshals, the dialogic other of 
the Pentagon March, helps to raise Armies above the plane of 
ephemeral politics. If Armies was the bible of the late 1960s 
opposition politics, it was also an unheralded manifesto of political 
indeterminacy. The complex "air of carnival" that Mailer retrieves 
from the March (Armies 292) has its perfect analogue in Bakhtin's 
camivalesque realism, the dead-end of fictional teleology. In accord 
with the March itself, which had no coordinated plan (Armies 105), 
Armies is a novel without a plot, and a history without any 
discernible point. A carnival has no point. Armies succeeds, 
nevertheless, in rendering (Dctober 21, 1967, as a lasting point of 
reference for the political imagination.

It also, however, underscores the vast difference between a point 
of reference and an article of truth. Referentiality, for Mailer, is a 
process rather than a destination. Some years later he looked back 
upon Armies as "a relation between mysteries where I am that 
relation as the writing voice" ("Existential" 222). He concluded, 
paraphrasing Trotsky, that "sometimes the only way you can tell the 
truth is by a comparison of the lies" (222).

Epilogue
Soon after completing Armies, Mailer set to work on his far less 

renowned Of a Fire on the Moon. Both nonfiction novels dealt with 
the politics and social dynamics of technocracy. Armies, however, 
was disadvantaged by the fact that its protagonist-narrator and the 
armies of protesters beside him could scarcely get beyond the outer 
parking lots of "technology land." Analogously, as Mailer well knew, 
direct journalistic techniques could only scratch the surface of the 
March. In Book One of Armies, as we have seen. Mailer turned from 
ordinary journalism to the self-reflexive devices of postmodern 
literature. This inward turn is further developed in Fire, where the 
double vision of Armies (tom as it is between the personalism of Book
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One and the historicity of Book Two) is ingeniously integrated. Thus 
it was in Fire, far more than in Armies, that Mailer brought together 
the twin poles of a new, postmodern referentiality.

Meanwhile, a different strain of postmodern referentiality was 
taking shape in the New Journalism of Tom Wolfe. Like Mailer, 
Wolfe grounded referentiality in consciousness, but instead of turning 
inward to the cognitive resources of his own consciousness, Wolfe drew 
upon the techniques of saturation reporting to sound out the 
consciousness of his characters. After a decade of experimentation, he 
brought the approach to maturity in The Right Stuff (1979), which 
effectively turned Fire on its head, externalizing Mailer's self- 
reflexivity by projecting the mind frames of the Mercury astronauts 
themselves.

In that same year. Mailer reversed himself and adopted the New 
Journalist approach in The Executioner's Song. There, as in Armies, 
America was portrayed as a divided land. Though the civil war of 
Song was psychological rather than ideological, the conflict had a 
similar provenience: the spiritual void of modern American life. In a 
recent interview with David Frost, Mailer speaks of the ongoing 
destruction of America's "spiritual ecology" throughout the Cold War 
era. Never the utter pessimist. Mailer holds out the hope that with 
the end of the Cold War America can get back to the good old civil 
strife-ideological as well as psychological—that left its mark most 
indelibly in The Armies of the Night.

National Cheng Kung University William H. Thornton
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Popular Culture as Religion: 
Faiths by Which 

We Naturally Live
Insisting that the question was not whether humans will be 

religious, but only how they will be, Erich Fromm once defined 
religion as "any framework of thought and action shared by a group 
which gives the individual a frame of orientation and an object of 
devotion."^ Though this helped show how secular ideologies and 
cultures could function as religions were "supposed to," Mircea Eliade 
argued persuasively that even the most consistent of secularized 
modems still echo archaic religious ways of seeing and relating to 
their world Even Marx and Freud, after all their economic and 
psychological analyses, had summarized their work and exhorted 
their readers in mythological and symbolic language. Describing the 
redemptive struggle of the suffering-servant proletarian class, or our 
personally necessary descent into the unconscious realm where we 
must contend with childhood traumatic demons before ascending, 
reborn, into newly authentic life, these determined heroes of 
rationalism could not help echoing classic religious myth. They were 
certainly giving down-to-earth "spins" to the archaic themes; but 
even exhortations to cast off our chains or to face the cold hard facts 
of reality were screamingly symbolic. We could not avoid this when 
we interpreted life in a big way, but that was all right, Alan Watts 
explained. After all, symbol and myth were not to tell us what is, but 
what it's like.^

Today's General Culture as Functional Religion
Decades after Eliade's perception of our daily pursuits as archaic 

echoes, we still mythically transcend the limits of "real" space and 
time by entering into more adventurous realms through reading and 
television, sports and entertainment, computer games and virtual 
reality. True, we no longer answer the query as to what we are doing 
by replying that we are just "killing time" (the revelatory idiom 
beloved by Eliade as making his point); but we do speak of "wasting" 
time, a phrase that after Vietnam says the same thing more vividly. 
As he suggested, through such playful narratives, pastimes, and
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contests our workaday identities are briefly transcended, our 
empirical worlds vicariously expanded, our "ontological thirst" for 
more of reality answered.

Besides the narrative and imaging (mythic content) stressed by 
Eliade, however, I think today we must also emphasize the process. 
With hyp>ertext offering adults the chance to join the kids in reading 
"choose your own ending" stories, with virtual reality giving both 
kids and adults the highest technology to "make . . . believe" into 
"almost reality," even formerly passive and solitary entertainment 
has become interactive. Users who may not know their fleshly 
neighbors' names become p>art of electronic network communities, 
sharing thoughts and feelings in new varieties of conununion through 
ritual. The older varieties of participant-communities continue to 
thrive as well. Whether social elite attending museum and gallery 
openings or home boys and girls rallying at sports events, we 
participate in elaborate rituals, identifying ourselves not only with 
the artist or team, but also with the group(s) whose meml^rship 
(process, activity) we thus so actively share.

Traditionally, of course, religious believers were supposed to see 
reality and define themselves prinurily in terms of their official 
religious faith/institution; however, many archaic echoes might 
sound in the secular aspects of their lives. But a century of 
sociological studies have shown how, in Western Europe and America 
at least (locus of the "general culture" to which 1 here refer), most 
members of the official religions have in fact molded their faith- 
interpretations and ethics to fit the contours of their surrounding 
culture and secular ways. The effect of this on American Protestant, 
Catholic, and Jewish life was shown (and bemoaned) by Will 
Herberg back in the fifties.^ UiJike Amish or Hasidic believers, the 
mainstream religiously-affiliated seemed to him exactly what H. 
Richard Niebuhr later called "cultural henotheists."^ Whether or 
not they realized or chose to admit it, they were devoted to the 
imaging of reality and the value-ordering of the good life provided 
by our general culture. For anyone doubtful whether this is true of 
today's religiously-affiliated, the recent work of such sociologists as 
Bellah and Hammond provides exhaustive, persuasive evidence.^

Oh, here and there, to some extent, we might modify the 
surrounding culture with some correction or moral judgment from our 
official religion. Our overall prioritizing of g o ^ s , however, our
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"objects of devotion" and our dominant behaviors derive from, rather 
than change, the broader culture. We may actually believe that 
beyond this world we are destined for some other life our religions 
have traditionally taught, but we live most of our days as if this 
world were our only "framework of orientation." Most of us really are 
just "cultural" Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. Though not with 
complete monotheistic-style consistency, most of us mostly believe in, 
count on and serve the general culture we inhabit.^

This otherwise self-evident truth may be obscured by three 
factors. First, Western culture (especially in America) still includes 
and values the official religions as part of our collective and 
individual lives. Confusingly, this "part" is quite optional for 
individuals, especially in Western Europe, where it is collectively 
most homogeneous. However secular, Italy is Catholicly secular. In 
America, where almost everyone claims to believe in God and 
overwhelming majorities claim religious affiliation, the actual 
choice, doctrines and specifics of religion are the most relegated to 
the private sphere. Second, even the atheists and most consciously 
secular among us are shaped and empowered by the traditional 
religions. Just as American humanists and socialists are inclined, by 
their national culture, to be more individualistic in their humanism 
and less anticlerical in their socialism than European colleagues, so 
do Western atheists in general still find themselves perceptually 
empowered by the Western religious traditions. Though not 
exclusively, they still tend to perceive child and family, suffering 
and death, all manner of oppression and liberation in the symbolic 
light of such master images as Christmas, Good Friday, and Passover. 
Even if we call such images "only" poetry or symbol, it is through the 
poetics of symbol and myth that we sense, make sense, and share our 
sense of things. Third, the "general culture" by which we live is, like 
all living religions, kaleidoscopically many—no one thing but 
overlappingly many differing visions and combinations, constantly 
changing (both around and within us). . . .

Using Ninian Snnart's "seven dimensions of religion"® to unpack 
this cultural faith by which most of us henotheistically live, we 
would acknowledge that science and economics dominate our lives 
doctrinally. "The bottom line" says that clearly enough. As faith 
yields ethics, we could explore how thoroughly our moral and life 
style evaluations are those of capitalism's imperatives. How
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shameful we find personal bankruptcy; how urgent the ministrations 
to those threatened by it of that new priesthood, the consumer credit 
counsellors. The material and institutional aspects of our everyday 
society would more clearly reveal their "religious" aspect and 
observance, from government buildings, churches, and courts to police 
stations, schools, and jails. As cathedrals dominated medieval 
towns, silently witnessing where the action and values were for their 
peoples, so today's towers of finance and sportsdomes speak for and to 
us. The mythic narratives of our lives derive heavily from history 
and the social sciences (through which most of us would explain our 
official religions' coming-to-be), but increasingly also from the 
sharing of personal stories through the many experiential groups and 
networks that sustain us. We "religiously" attend the services of our 
twelve-step groups in person; but as television brings us more 
traditional liturgies, so does it welcome us into other communities. 
The talk-shows of (Dprah and Phil provide in the convenience of our 
homes the sharing of pain and trouble, of preaching and benediction 
for which our forbears sat less comfortably in other places. All of 
these groups have their specific rituals, and the broader culture 
includes the many rituals of the entire arts and entertainment worlds, 
as well as all our varied-but-universal observances of key occasions in 
family lives (birthdays, weddings, graduations, et al.). The 
emotional aspects are inseparable from several of the above 
dimensions, and all such emotional sharing to some extent binds us 
together with others. Thus, much that we take for granted or as 
trivial actually engages us in countless overlapping communities or 
networks. (And how much all aspects of our groups' lives are 
transformed by computer technology! Its imperatives and 
empowerments have brought down the old U.S.S.R. and transformed 
Scripture studies, not to mention more obvious changes.)

Even though we might argue over particulars, it seems clear 
enough that we so-called religious believers and unbelievers share, in 
Fromm's words, a "framework of thought and action" that so orients 
our world-perception and participation that we live it like folks used 
to live their religion. Functionally, our common faith is the daily 
secular culture we serve and count on. Its community is continually 
assembled, shaped, and celebrated through the electronic and print 
media. Popular opinion on everyday events is chosen, articulated, 
and preached by anchorpersons, columnists, and radio-talk hosts.
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Long-term interests and values are reinforced by television series; and 
when social ideals are "prophetically” proclaimed in widespread 
consciousness-raising ways, it is by entertainment or sports figures 
joining the cause, hosting a benefit, and so forth. At the same time, 
paradoxically, secular culture is also reinforcing, if not reinventing, 
tribalism. Besides the frightful ferocities of neighborhood racisms, 
count here both disturbing and more hopeful effects currently 
associated with the "culture of complaint," the "new separatism," 
and varied aspects of multiculturalism.

Finally, let us not forget the power-objects of our shared secular 
culture. As "primitives" carried their magical mana-bearers in 
pouches worn on their bodies, so do we postmodern sophisticates carry 
the magical things without which, without whose powers, we cannot 
function. . .  our keys, our ATM and credit cards, our driver’s and other 
licenses, our membership cards and other identifications, our makeup. 
All these things we dare not "leave home without," these things we 
hold close, in purses and bags, in wallets and pockets.

A Local Culture Today as Living Tribal Religion
Here 1 cannot speak for others, for those from other places, but 

late in life I discovered that my own home town provides a living 
tribal religion, right in the midst of modem life. "Way down 
yonder," I found, is no mere metaphor of "tribal," but the real thing— 
which 1 who grew up there had not realized. 1 had left home young, 
eventually settling up north; "outgrown" my Roman Catholicism, 
content to acknowledge my atheism while positively describing 
myself as a humanist; and ended up in New Jersey near New York 
City, learning such things as "you can't go home again."^

True, as my first marriage had nosedived into its terminal 
bitterness, I had bought some LPs of good New Orleans jazz and blues, 
and played them a lot. And yes, as part of post-divorce building of 
complete family "on my side" for my daughter, 1 had visited back 
home for the first time in years. But surely that had been about the 
family, not the place! Oh, it had been touching to sit again in the 
crotch of the huge, triple-trunked live oak out back, where as a kid 1 
had taken refuge under the Spanish moss with Beau, my cocker 
spaniel, to gaze out at the world. But surely that had been mere 
sentiment! And true, after that trip, reflecting on my longtime lack of 
any formalized religious observance, 1 had consciously realized that
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the metaphoric navel of my psychological universe was Jackson 
Square, French Quarter, New Orleans, whose hometown blues and 
jazz and funky r & b functioned as my holy music, through which I 
harmonized with the universe. But 1 still assumed that was all just 
part of a sophisticated secular person's "making do" with Eliadean 
echoes of the archaic in the modem profane world.

Eight years later, however, came the trip home to bury my 
mother, in the very midst of the time when every important aspect of 
my personal life was hitting rock bottom. Just six months after that 
burial, 1 (who had so very rarely visited before) was back in New 
Orleans again, though not much with my family. I was just being 
there, just be-ing . . .  uptown and downtown, breathing the familiarly 
fragrant heavy air, letting the native foods of neighborhood places 
nourish me while I bathed in the sounds of the music, played where it 
was bom. From salt-water breezes off Lake Ponchartrain to the moist 
smell of old oak, moss, and homes on Carrollton near Riverbend; from 
the Garden District’s floweiy freshness to the (Quarter's more acidic 
sidewalk smells . . . .  From po-boys on the porch at Sid-Mar's in 
Bucktown to the Camellia Grill's pecan pie; from College Inn's 
crawfish etouffe to good breakfast eggs and grits at the Hummingbird 
Grill; from Buster Holmes's red beans and rice to the Acme's raw 
oysters . . . .  From live brass bands in Jackson Square (competing with 
steamboat's calliope) to old jukeboxes playing tmly old records in 
countless nearby coffeeshops and taverns; from accidentally 
discovering Rockin Dopsie and his zydeco band playing at noon in 
Lafayette Park (with very old and very young all dancing, Cajun or 
improvised style) to seeking out Charmaine with Reggie, Amasa and 
friends in the evening over at Snug Harbor; from the post-retirement 
legends playing young at Preservation Hall, to the current masters 
jamming (much later!—till dawn) at Benny's, to the unknown 
youngsters singing old (at all hours) over by Lucky's___

Though not really reflective about it at the time, I was 
instinctively sure of what I was doing, and I did sense it was about 
healing. Hurting more ways than I could simultaneously feel, having 
lost everything but my job, I needed no new stimuli. I did need, and 
somehow knew it, my home place. Then, promptly upon my return to 
New Jersey!, I stubbornly interpreted the whole experience as mere 
midlife crisis, relieved by middle-aged indulgence in nostalgia and a 
visit back home, all tastefully brought back up to Montclair by my
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finally learning to cook for myself some of the Creole and Cajun foods 
I love. As it turned out, however, no matter how good a roux and 
gumbo 1 learned to make, no matter how tasty my beans and rice, how 
fine my own shrimp creole, these dishes away from home were just 
good favorite food. And no matter how often 1 played my audio 
collection of home music, or how often New Orleans performers came 
to play live in Manhattan clubs, there it was just great music. Even in 
the wrong place, though, the best of its foods and music were enough 
to let my bones know and my blood taste again "what it's like to miss 
New Orleans."

So it was that my practices changed, and with change of praxis 
came new understanding. For the next several years in a row, instead 
of the usual vacations, 1 made annual trips back home. Though my 
crises had passed and 1 was no longer hurting, the trips were somehow 
still about healing, or at least about wholeness. Though often in their 
comjjany, 1 was not visiting my actual family so much as the intensely 
local/insular culture and physical reality of New Orleans.^® So 
also, 1 have learned, does the classic African tribal member, who 
ordinarily lives and works far away in the modem capital, sometime 
need to return to his tribe and his family "crawl." He returns 
sometimes for healing, sometimes for guidance, but all times for 
wholeness.^ ̂  We may rightly interpret this as getting flesh-and- 
blood reconnected to one's source. What it feels like, back home in 
one's own air and water, earth and ways is that finally one can 
breathe . . . .  Deep and fully relaxed, with no need to confront or
calculate, one can fully just b e___And so 1 finally came to understand
that my home place's powerfully unique context functions for me as 
primal place and tribe always have. As Ron Eyre put it in Africa, 
"primal religion is not available for export." "The man or woman 
"who leaves the tribal land goes into ceremonial exile." She and he 
cannot again participate in their primal reality until they return.^ ̂

This is because A e primal individual is no full self, save as she or 
he is in, with, and of the tribe and its ways. And the tribe is really 
itself only as it is physically in, of, and at one with its land. Thus 
the restorative goodness, for an exile, of any return to New Orleans. It 
is very much a matter of enjoying the same food or music in the same 
old-wood or stuccoed rooms, sharing the same ceiling-fanned ambience 
with other natives (none of whom you may know). It's very much 
that you consciously "live, move, and have [your] being" physically
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in and of the same hot, humid air, very flat earth and plentiful 
vegetation, all the textures and scents as you grew up on. This might 
be easier to imagine if speaking of some bucolic Swiss mountain 
village or even some quaintly decaying Acadian town way out on 
Bayou Teche; but oddly enough, for a New Orleanian it includes the 
decrepit neighborhoods' shotgun houses and the smellier pavement 
and stones of the Vieux Girre. And always, of course, the night smells 
and mournful sounds off the Mississippi, sometimes accompanied by 
breezes or a solitary clarinetist whose deep woodwind fills Jackson 
Square with echoes of Barney Bigard. The river is the living, flowing 
crescent in whose embrace this tribe has always lived. (So much so 
that here the very directions are never the north/south/east/west 
compass points the rest of the world uses, but simply the riverside or 
lakeside, downtown or uptown directions. No other references make 
sense where daily the sun rises from and sets on the west bank of the 
river, and where many main avenues reflect its lengthy crescent.)

This has of course nothing to do with idealizing or praising New 
Orleans. 1 cannot even recommend my hometown to anyone else, not 
without severe qualifications and warnings. Despite "new" 
enhancements like the Superdome, Interstate 10, a splendid aquarium 
and zoo, and the wonders of Jazzfest (already a quarter-century old), 
its unchangingness includes appallingly old-fashioned and casual 
racism, sexism, and homophobia. Physically, much of the town is 
shockingly decrepit and tacky, having set records for consecutive 
decades of going unrepaired and unpainted. Worse yet is the spread 
of bad drug problems, overtly dangerous even in the (Quarter, and the 
material and sociological decay and demoralization brought by more 
than a decade of bankrupt economy. Nonetheless, for worse and 
better, I confess that for ntany New Orleanians, their physical place 
and local culture really root them, defining their world and selves, 
uniting and individuating all their other (officially different) 
religions, values, and social identities.

As many African tribal members blend Christianity and modem 
medicine with traditional practices and tribal ways (with that 
combination now being traditional), so native New Orleanians blend 
their Catholic or other official religion and their modem scientific 
and technological skills with their town's older, ancestral ways. As 
primal tribes include different family clans, so the extended "tribe" 
of New Orleans includes many intense sub-groupings each of which
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could be sociologically analyzed as tribe or as sect. The old white 
elite society of the Boston Club, the elite Creole society of their 
cousins the "high-yellow" brahmins, and the neighborhood clubs of 
Blacks dressing Indian all quite thoroughly enable, define, and limit 
their members' particular lives.^^ But all of these, like groups of 
actual voodoo followers, as well as the nuiny Mardi Gras "krewes" 
and less prestigious though more open local fellowships, are 
individual parts of the broader kaleidoscope that is New Orleans as 
an intense living whole.'^ If even a no-class white kid from Metairie 
living for decades up north finds it a full-blooded and restorative 
tribal culture whenever he returns, then no wonder so shockingly few 
natives ever leave for more than their college or service years. And 
no wonder those who do expatriate say that if we live long enough, 
we all go back home.

From Mardi Gras balls to king-cake garage gatherings, this 
raucously polytheistic culture jjarties. "Laissez les bon temps roulez" 
is motto because its spirit lives, transforming even N.F.L. contests in 
the Superdome into something unique. Any day of a weekend that 
isn't something's "festival" this year will be by next year. Weekend 
and workdays alike, the native blues and jazz, the r & b and now 
zydeco from the surrounding swamps are pervasive. Inhaled with the 
air, they rhythmically provide background, listening and dancing, 
mythic explanations of life, and ritual sharing of emotions. In this 
place the live music and the food, those most ephemeral of goods, are 
the most prized "material expressions." Beyond dispute, food holds 
pride of place and function, is this society's holiest sacrament. Even 
sexual conununion comes after or between the times for good food-its 
preparation, enjoyment, and discussion. The "holy places" are those 
where the food and music are served and enjoyed, from Galatoire's 
and Dooky Chase to Mother's and your neightorhood tavern, from 
Maison Bourbon and Preservation Hall to Tipitina's and the Maple 
Leaf, and always back again to beignets and coffee by the river's 
edge. Louis and Sidney Bechet are long gone. Professor Longhair and 
James Booker more recently departed, but Wynton and Dr. Michael 
White, Allen Toussaint and "Dr. John" all carry on the "high 
priestly" function of the master musicians, as do many, many others. 
Ellis Marsalis's whole jazz clan, like the Neville brothers' funky 
family, still live and practice, play and teach in their original
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neighborhoods, passing on the "sacred" ways to the younger 
generations.^®

Thus the lived religion of New Orleans is participation in its 
unique life. Like classic primal religions, this tribe's culture is a 
"nature religion," not a "historical" one. It does not mandate 
conquering other tribes, nor ethically equip one for changing other 
societies. It does give its members their own tribe and ways for 
hearing its voices, for embodying ancestral sense and sensation and 
sensitivity, for working out whatever-all that might mean. It offers 
them their primal selves, giving each individual ways for union 
among their many internal selves. Living and dying, it offers at-one- 
ment with one's own physical earth and air, fire and water.

Conclusion
Relish as I may the bone-deep, marrow-sweet refuge of a Home- 

world, I also cry for the simple empirical safety of my hometown as 
its everyday civility crumbles. Its plague of drug/crime symptoms is 
only the most obvious invasion by the cancers eating away our 
national body. The health of my local mellow crawl, like that of all 
American towns and cities, depends in part on the welfare of the 
nation, on some saving transformation of its secular faith or "civil 
religion." Locally, nationally, and worldwide, Niebuhr once 
observed, we are each of us "in history as the fish is in water." We do 
not be at all, save we be entirely historically, culturally 
conditioned.^® So too, then, our official religions are "in" culture like 
fish in water, their mainstream followers embodying their faith in 
and through and by immersion in the worldly cultures where they 
live and move and have their being.

We postmodern people are in the water so far downstream that 
the river itself is confluent from countless sources. Among them, some 
of us still feel the flow of a local tribal culture, many ride (very 
divergent) currents of historic national faith, and all of us are borne 
by the quickest forces of the technical/materialistic/consumer culture 
created by the West. Any one or combination of these cultures can and 
does function as effective religion, transmogrifying our official 
religions, empowering while linuting our very selves.

Montclair State Stephen M. Johnson
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"Present Wherever Smart 
Women Assemble . . 

Images of the Housewife in 
American Popular Press 

Advertising

In the Nineteen Twenties
In January 1927 an ad for A & P stores appeared in Ladies' Home 

Journal, a p>opuIar woman's magazine. A photo-engraving showed a 
portrait of a fashionable woman in a fur collar and cloche hat. The 
copy read:

Who is This Woman? She is present wherever smart 
women assemble . . .  the best department stores . . .  in 
shops of character everywhere. She is the sort of 
shopper who is attracted more by value than by 
price—and never sacrifices quality for the bargain 
instinct. In brief, she is one of America's most 
representative women-and her kind is responsible for 
the popularity of A & P stores.^

The "new woman" in the A & P ad was the advertiser's 
construction of the modem American housewife. Consumer habits had 
changed significantly by the 1920s. More and more household 
products were being produced in the factory rather than in the home. 
New luttional brands meant that families in California could eat the 
same breakfast cereal as families in Florida. Chain stores and mail 
order made consumer goods available to most families throughout the 
country while installment credit enabled even working class people to 
buy appliances and cars. Increasingly, the consumer products market 
was a national market which required national advertising. 
Examining the images advertisers created to represent the 1920s 
housewife can lend insight into the complex ways in which mass 
media images, cultural norms, and changing personal expectations 
interacted to construct the modem housewife.
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The Housewife-Changing Roles, Changing Images
Historians have noted the significance of the shift to a 

consumption-oriented economy for the lives of American women. As 
Glenna Matthews points out, in a capitalist industrial economy, 
consumer spending was important because it created a larger market 
for products which in turn kept factories expanding and people 
working. Matthews maintains that the role of "household 
purchasing agent" was assigned to women as an extension of their old 
domestic producer role. Experts in the newly emerging field of home 
economics encouraged wonwn to be discerning consumers who devoted 
hours to selecting products of the highest quality and value.

Historians have also pointed out that the meaning given to 
gender roles in the home had undergone a transfonnation from the 
beginning of the century when women controlled the very complicated 
and important business of running the modern "scientifically- 
managed" home. The 1920s saw the rise of a new view of the roles of 
wife and homemaker. Domestic work became something to be 
completed as quickly as possible in order to allow wonren more time to 
care for themselves and their husbands—a task vastly more 
important than cooking or cleaning. Sexual attractiveness had 
become a very important part of being a successful wife, and advice 
literature and ads told women that intelligent buying was the way to 
cope most effectively with domestic chores—chores for which quality 
standards had not diminished as they became lower priorities. Now 
wives were told to combine the role of excellent housekeeper with 
that of sexual temptress.^

Advertisers encouraged this shift in the housewife's role by 
developing visual advertising images designed to appeal to and 
influence the female consumer. The nineteen twenties saw 
considerable improvements in photography and in printing techniques 
which allowed for high quality reproduction of images in mass 
market publications. Consequently, more ads used illustrations. 
Words and pictures worked together to show consumers how using a 
particular product could improve their lives. John Berger has pointed 
out that "every image embodies a way of seeing" and that placing 
words with in^ges changes their meanings with the words becoming 
part of an argument that may have little to do with the image's
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independent meaning.^ This statement is clearly illustrated through 
the impact of copy and images of women used in 1920s advertising.

As advertising historian Roland Marchand pointed out, 
advertisers in the 1920s frequently used images and copy to create 
"social tableaux." Usually these were depictions of a contemporary 
"slice of life" meant to suggest that the inuige reflected the larger 
society or the ideal society. Marchand maintains that the 
housewives of social tableaux ads were cast in "modem" roles; they 
were "the little woman, G.P.A." [general purchasing agent] 
competently running efficient homes with all the latest products.^ 
Ads began to portray a distinct set of images of the women they 
targeted. The message was clear: to be like the woman in the 
advertisement (or to avoid being like her if the image was negative), 
a woman must use the advertiser's product, regardless of how much or 
how little the product had to do with creating or maintaining that 
image.

The home economics profession often advised advertising 
executives on the development of these images. For example, home 
economist Christine Frederick, a self-appointed "spokeswoman" for 
the homemaker, often advised the industry on the make-up of the 
modem homemaker. In 1929, she described the average housewife as 
being of limited education and intellectual capacity, illogical, 
maiupulable, and functioning on instinct. Paradoxically, Frederick 
also told advertisers that women were expert consumers. "Mrs. 
Consumer of today is the sophisticated flapper of yesterday, who 
quite literally--'knows her groceries.’"  ̂ Advertisers seemed to 
believe that the housewife was capable of being a discerning shopper 
but was also susceptible to subtle manipulation via advertising 
images and copy.

Image vs. Reality
An examination of the images of women in popular press 

advertising reveals that the life depicted for the "advertising 
woman" bore limited resemblance to the reality of life for most 
American women. Instead the "social tableaux" linked socially 
constmcted meanings of femininity to sexuality and consumption in 
new ways. This study surveyed more than three hundred issues of 
woman's magazines, general interest magazines, and newspapers 
published between January 1,1920 and December 31,1929, including:
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Good Housekeeping, Ladies Home Journal, Saturday Evening Post, 
New York Times, Time, and Collier's. In general, the advertising 
images of women found in these publications can be grouped into five 
categories: the flapper, the society woman, the wife/homemaker, 
the mother, and the working girl, llu s article focuses on the image of 
the wife/homemaker.

Judging from the advertising images, advertisers incorporated a 
number of contradictory images in their portrayals of the housewife: 
seductress, capable homemaker and consumer, and woman in need of 
expert male guidance. There were also some ads which depicted 
women as being involved in significant decision-making. For 
example, an ad for Phoenix Mutual Life Insurance Company which 
appeared in Good Housekeeping showed a woman with a worried 
frown on her face. "For Wives whose husbands don’t save money" was 
a testimonial written "by a wife." A sub-head in the ad proclaimed 
that "Single Women Too may want to know-how to retire with an 
income—how to save money scientifically—how to end money 
worries."^ The message was that it was possible for a woman who 
had no man or had an irresponsible man to take charge of her 
financial future with, of course, a little help from the advertiser's 
company. Nonetheless, the tone of the ad implied that these women 
were the objects of pity: the successful woman had a husband she 
could count on.

Ads in general interest magazines which were obviously directed 
at men also depicted women sharing in the financial decision nrtaking. 
A Saturday Evening Post ad for Bankers Supply Company included an 
illustration of a man showing a woman how to balance a checkbook. 
A Time ad read, "This information.. .  will help any man or woman . . .  
get ahead financially." Yet another ad read, "Her father showed 
them the way to safety and 7%." A young blond woman bends her 
head close to her balding father as her husband looks on in this ad for 
the F.H. Smith Company. In an ad for Henry L. Doherty & Co. 
investment house, a wife sits at a desk poring over a ledger ntarked 
"budget" as her husband leans over her shoulder. The copy explained 
that the key to financial success was to save m o n e y C le a r ly  these 
ads reinforced the idea that women were financially dependent on 
men, needing male guidance and advice in their financial decisions. 
However, these women were being shown as active participants in 
the decision-making process, a considerable improvement over being
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excluded completely. In later years such ads would disappear from 
woman's magazines as advertisers came to believe that women did 
not buy financial services products.

If the husband was duty-bound to provide financial security, 
advertisers communicated that the wife's first responsibility was to 
make her husband happy and content, a feat easily accomplished 
through the use of the advertiser's product. One such ad shows an 
angry man leaning forward in his chair shaking a finger at his wife. 
Their small daughter clutches Mom's skirts in apparent fright. The 
headline reads "Grouchy Husbands," and the copy promises that 
Postum Cereal will cure the irregularity that causes his irritability. 
In an ad for Listerene Shaving Cream a matronly wife in a white 
apron tries to serve food to a man lounging in his easy chair, but he 
waves her away. The copy never makes it clear how using Listerene 
will cure the man's bad humor, but this is the implication. Even 
cleaning products found a way to use this theme. A Lysol ad 
proclaimed, "From the moment he enters the house, his health is in 
your hands."® These ads place the responsibility for the husband's 
attitude and health squarely on the wife and offer a simple solution- 
use of a consunrter product

Another simple solution to the needs of the housewife was the 
automobile. Some historians have noted that advertisers at that 
time understood that women influenced family car buying decisions, 
believing that men focused on the mechanical details while women 
were concerned with functional and decorative details.^ Indeed the 
ads featuring women emphasized dependability and value. For 
example, a Collier's ad showed a woman climbing into a sleek Chevy 
Coupe. The headline read, "For daughter, wife or mother . . . .  With 
it the wife can drive the family provider to and from the station or 
the children to and from school." Ad copy emphasized the 
dependability of the car. A Dodge Brothers ad showed a smiling 
woman climbing into a car as her smiling daughter waved to the 
reader. The ad promised dependability, value and long life from a 
Dodge car.^®

It was about this time that the homemaker acquired a new role- 
that of family chauffeur. As in the Chevy ad above, most ads 
implied that the automobile had become a necessary tool for the 
homemaker. Apparently the American public agreed. In their 
landnuirk study of life in Muncie, Indiana, Robert and Helen Lynd
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found that half of all working class families surveyed owned cars, a 
fact which disrupted their savings patterns and often meant that 
they had to do without such necessities as medical care and adequate 
clothing. The car had also become the center of family leisure 
activities, providing a means to visit friends and family who lived 
beyond walking distance and facilitating entertainment in itself as 
long drives became a favorite pastime.^ ̂

As these ads demonstrate, in the 1920s the homemaker's first 
priority was to spend more time with husband and children—time 
that had previously been devoted to housework. Like automobile 
ads, appliance ads promised to help housewives do chores well in less 
time. The time saved could be spent with the family. An ad for an 
Armstrong Table Stove shows a wife cooking waffles for her family at 
the table. A woman in a dressing gown serves coffee from a silver 
service in an ad for Manning-Bowman Electric Appliances that 
proclaimed, "It takes her just six minutes to get breakfast." A mother 
smiles as she opens her Frigidaire to pour milk for her son and 
daughter while ad copy explains how the appliance simplifies her 
life.^^ All these appliances were enabling the women portrayed to 
spend "quality time" with family members by lightening the burden 
of chores.

The successful homemaker may have been spending more time 
with her family, but ads urged her to continue doing a good job with 
domestic chores. Standards for the quality of housework had not 
changed and neither had the assumption that women would do it. 
Advertisements promised that new appliances would resolve this 
paradox. Nonetheless, ad copy said that women did not need to 
understand how appliances worked in order to benefit from them, 
sending the subtle message that perhaps the mechanical details of 
appliance construction were beyond a woman's comprehension or 
interest. A Hoover ad showed a wonrtan vacuuming in her best clothes 
with apparent ease. The ad copy said, "You need not know the 
technical details of electric cleaners, the mechanical differences 
between them, in order to choose rightly. There is only one thing you 
need to know about electric cleaners—which one removes the most dirt 
per minute."^ ̂

Smart women used appliances; dumb ones did not. An ad for 
General Electric appliances showed a smiling woman in a summer 
dress reclining in a wicker lawn chair. "Some women sensibly shift
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household drudgery to electrical servants. Some women—why not 
you?" asks the ad. Another GE ad showed a woman washing dishes 
as her daughter showed her something in a book. "Any woman who 
washes dishes by hand is doing the work that a little electric motor 
can do for 2 1/2 cents an hour," it read. The implication was that 
women were not using their time efficiently unless they used 
appliances. In washing dishes by hand, the woman in the GE ad was 
doing a task that could be completed by a machine at minimal 
expense and in the process, depriving her child of her undivided 
attention. Another ad showed a woman in a limp, shapeless dress 
with her hair coming out of its pins mopping her forehead with the 
back of her hand as she slaves over an ironing board with a cast flat 
iron. "Banish this drudgery with a Simplex ironer," promised the 
copy. Again, the message was that the purchase of a simple home 
appliance could transform a woman from a household slave into a 
modem housewife. The most extreme of these ads found in this study 
depicted a woman in a dunce cap perched upon a stool. The headline 
said, "1 wish I'd seen the Hoover first!"^^ Obviously, the message 
was that only a real dunce would buy something other than a Hoover.

Although the successful woman in the ads had household 
appliances, in reality these conveniences remained out of reach for 
the average American family. Only eight tenths of one per cent of 
total consumer spending in 1925 went for the purchase of household 
appliances. Families who did purchase appliances and other large 
consumer items often did so through the use of installment credit, a 
practice which was to have a profound impact on family finances. 
The Lynds reported that both "business class" (white collar) and 
working class families in their study used installment credit to buy 
appliances they saw advertised. They concluded that these new 
desires for material possessions were leading to the "social problem of 
'the high cost of living,'" making money more necessary to families.^^ 
Clearly advertisements helped create these desires which in turn 
established a new and higher standard of living for American 
families.

Not only did the smart advertising housewife use appliances to 
lighten the load of cleaning, but she was also a good cook who used 
new food products to make cooking easier. A woman with healthy 
pink cheeks wears a matronly dress and apron as she whips up a 
batch of cookies with Snowdrift shortening. Another woman in a



126 Popular Culture Review

stylish dress wears waist-length pearls and an elegant picture frame 
hat as she cooks. The headline says, "Kitchen cool-dainty frock- 
homemade jelly," in the ad for Minute Jelly. Another woman in a 
matronly dress and apron measures spices into a bubbling pot. "The 
spicing is the secret," says the ad for Heinz Tomato Ketchup.^  ̂
Advertisers were sending the message that cooking was a breeze with 
their food products.

Another new image of women was that of capable advisor, a role 
that reflected the general emphasis during the period on a "scientific 
approach" to living. Frances Lee Barton was the spokeswoman for 
Swan's Down flour. In one ad, "Frances Lee Barton explains the most 
important point in cake making," the use of Swan's Down Cake 
Flour.^^

Women were depicted as cooking experts in the ads just described, 
but cooking, after all, was clearly a woman's domain. Other 
housekeeping details, especially those related to technical or 
mechanical details, required the advice of male experts. A Valspar 
paint ad that showed a smiling woman painting her kitchen also 
showed a male "expert" demonstrating to a woman the "famous 
Valspar boiling water test." Appliance ads frequently showed males 
demonstrating the appliances and explaining the features.^^ As in 
the Hoover ad above, the message was clear: women were smart 
enough to use products, but only men could understand them well 
enough to explain them.

The "new" woman in the ads was very fashionable. The Lynds 
reported that business class housewives in Muncie "stayed dress^ up 
all the time,"^^ as in some of the ads I've just described. The 
advertising woman was stylish but conservative. For example, the 
housewife in the Hoover ad described above wore an elegant chemise 
as she vacuumed, stylish but loose-fitting without a plunging 
neckline. Her hair was short and curly, softer than the flapper's 
bob.^^ Remaining sexually attractive even as one did household 
chores was becoming the middle class standard, but it is doubtful that 
working class wives, the majority of American women, had the 
resources to risk ruining their best dresses by wearing them while 
canning jelly.

Other aspects of these images defied reality for most American 
homemakers. The America of the nineteen twenties was a blue collar 
world. The 1920 census found only 25 per cent of workers in
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professional, managerial, or clerical jobs. The remaining 75 per cent 
worked in manual or service jobs or on farms.^  ̂ Yet no advertisements 
were found which depicted a home clearly belonging to a blue collar 
or a farm family. Although advertisers held up the white collar, 
middle class existence as the ideal, most people simply did not live in 
this world.

Neither was there any depiction of a married woman who 
worked outside the home. In 1920 nine per cent of nuirried women 
worked outside the home, a figure that inched up to 11.7 per cent in 
the 1930 c e n s u s . T h e  Lynds concluded that whether a married 
woman in Muncie worked outside the home was largely determined by 
which class she belonged to. Only one in forty of the married business 
class women reported having taken jobs in the previous five years, but 
almost half of the working class women had worked outside the home 
in the same period.^^ Neither did all wage earning women work 
outside the home. These census figures did not reflect married women 
who earned incomes within the home as laundresses, boardinghouse 
keepers, or manufacturing homeworkers. Clearly the advertisers' 
depiction of the married housewife with nothing to do all day except 
see to the needs of her family was a middle class ideal which could 
never be achieved by most women who found it necessary to assist in 
the support of their families at least part of the time.

Many other elements of life were not depicted in advertisements. 
While it is true that the majority of people now lived in urban areas, 
in 1920 51.5 million people were still classified as rural residents. 
This was 48 per cent of the population,^^ yet rural life was not 
depicted in any general interest or woman's magazines. Neither was 
city life portrayed in ads. Most ads depicted only the interior of 
homes, but even those which showed outdoor scenes suggested quiet, 
tree-lined suburban streets or the large estates of the wealthy. "There 
were no scenes of street life or neighborhoods or even of the all- 
American small town. Indeed the ads conflated the suburban 
standard of living with the national standard.

People of color were used only rarely, and then they were seen in 
the position of servant, never as people living independent lives with 
their own families or consuming the advertisers' products. Elderly 
people were also virtually invisible, appearing occasionally as 
sedentary and doting grandparents. Routine aspects of life were 
ignored. In 1926 about 48 per cent of the population were members of
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churches.^^ Yet churches and church attendance were not part of 
advertising inrtages. Neither were spectator athletic events, a major 
recreational activity in the United States at the time.

The images of women portrayed in advertising varied according 
to the nature of the publication. For example, this study found no 
advertisements for cigarettes in woman's nuigazines as there were in 
newspapers and general interest magazines. Apparently the editors 
of woman's magazines disapproved of smoking by their married 
housewife readers or assumed that the readers disapproved. 
Likewise, fewer advertisements using the flapper image appeared in 
woman's magazines. Apparently certain types of behavior might be 
tolerable among single women but not by housewives.

As we have seen advertisers and experts alike talked about the 
"new" homemaker, implying that her role had changed 
significantly. However, the new homemaker looked suspiciously like 
the old one. She was still solely responsible for the maintenance of 
the family home. No ads depicted a man engaged in cooking, 
housework, or childcare. Even her new job as chauffeur was simply 
another manifestation of the typical female task of facilitating 
family participation in life outside the home. Overall, advertising 
images did not challenge the traditional construction of gender roles 
for the wife/homemaker, but rather used remodeled images to 
encourage women to conform to traditional roles in which they would 
buy more consumer products.

The images of women in nineteen twenties American advertising 
did not reflect the reality of life for most Americans; yet, in subtle 
ways, advertising images were creating a new reality. As they 
encouraged consumption of their products and linked women's self 
esteem and success to how closely they could approximate the ideal 
depicted in advertisements, advertisers were constructing new ideals 
for American women and indeed for all Americans.^^

Clark University Melissa Walker
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The Shopping Ritual: 
Images of QVC

All audience men\bers--whether they make a 
purchase and speak with the on-air hosts, only make 
a purchase, or merely watch the sales banter and 
dialogue-are aware that they are part of a national 
ritual, a communal transaction shared by other 
individuals, just like them, all over the country. 
(Gumpert & E)rucker, 1992, p. 194)

Electronic home shopping networks are revolutionizing the 
experience of shopping by transforming the shopping ritual from the 
customary pattern of face-to-face social interaction to a psychological 
community facilitated through the media of communications 
(Gumpert & Drucker, 1992). Traditionally, shopping has provided 
the opportunity for individuals to socialize while exchanging goods 
and services. Currently, home shopping channels extend this notion of 
social interaction by creating the illusion of intimacy within a 
community existing in electronic space (Gumpert & Drucker, 1992).

Electronic home shopping is currently a billion-dollar growth 
industry. The increasing popularity of electronic home shopping 
symbolizes the mass appeal of home shopping. It can be done in the 
convenience and privacy of one’s own home while maintaining and 
reinforcing values, ideals and beliefs already held by consumers. The 
evolution of the shopping experience provides a way to examine one 
area of social rituals, which are the least explored and understood 
area of popular culture (Geist & Nachbar, 1983). Therefore, this 
paper will first briefly examine the current history and functions of 
shopping. The second section will discuss communication strategies 
used by sales representatives on the (Quality, Value and Convenience 
channel (QVC) which provide an extension of the traditional 
shopping ritual to the context of home shopping networks. Finally, 
the paper will explore how these strategies meet the needs of 
audience members.
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The Shopping Ritual: History and Function 
Rituals are events of society that engage the interest of groups 

large and small (Geist & Nachbar, 1983). These behaviors are 
routine activities fulfilling both task and socio-emotional goals 
(Barnett, 1988). Rituals provide illustrations of cultural practices 
which help to structure social reality. One such ritual is shopping.

Shopping performs a variety of functions for individuals who 
partake in the ritual. Traditional marketplaces provided a public 
setting where the exchange of goods and services took place as well as 
a place to meet individual social needs. Urban areas were designated 
districts for work, residence and commerce, thereby defining the 
nature of interaction. With the movement of the population from 
urban sites to the expanding suburbs, the regional shopping mall 
emerged, where individuals were provided with a variety of stores 
and products under one roof, and extended the convenience of night 
shopping while in a climate controlled setting (Gumpert & Drucker, 
1992). In 1985 electronic home shopping was introduced, allowing 
viewers access to bargain priced products while in the safety of their 
own home (Dorfman, 1986). Convenience, product pricing and quality, 
trust between the sales host and the audience, and encouragement of 
social interaction are techniques used by home shopping channels, 
such as QVC.

Communication Strategies Used on QVC
"Good morning, welcome to QVC with Jane and Maiy
Beth. Who’s this please?"
"Hi, this is Susan from Atlanta, Georgia."
"Is there anyone watching with you this morning?"
"No, 1 just sent my kids off to school so I'm here 
alone."
"What are you choosing today?"
"I bought the Leslie Fay shirt and I already have 
Mary's Something More bandanna shirt. It's great to 
be on the air with you___ "

The above dialogue illustrates a typical conversation between a 
QVC caller and a QVC host. The (Quality, Convenience and Value 
network has introduced shoppers to a new convenient way of shopping 
while attempting to maintain the traditional social experience of
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shopping. The traditional ritual of shopping is recreated by QVC 
hosts using a variety of persuasive message strategies including 
attitudinal similarity or commonality, affinity seeking strategies, 
credibility, and humor (Mohan, 1992; Pohl & Hartman, 1992).

The three strategies identified by Pohl and Hartman are: sales 
personalization, product credibility, and humor. Sales 
personalization is defined as "source-oriented process used to 
emphasize attitudinal similarities between buyer and seller which 
may be based on interpersonal attraction" (Pohl & Hartman, 1992). 
The attitudinal similarities and interpersonal attraction are 
evidenced when the on-air hosts relate experiences they themselves 
have had with the designated product. The hosts also relay 
different uses for the product other than the standard usage. For 
example, Judy Crowe told the viewers that she used the three pan 
warmer as a slow cooker as well as a meal warmer.

The hosts are also interested in the caller and ask what specific 
experiences they have had with the product. A woman from 
California, for example, called in about an art-deco kit QVC was 
advertising and told Mary Beth she used the kit to design stained 
glass windows. Mary Beth was excited and told the caller what a 
great idea this was and ask if she would send a picture of the window 
so they could show it on the air. The caller was thrilled and 
continued to sing the praises of the art-deco kit. In this dialogue the 
caller was drawn to the host based on similar likes and attitudes. 
This is a good example of interpersonal attraction.

Another use of interpersonal attraction is the host's display of 
interest in and about the caller. When a person calls in, the host 
always ask the individual's name and where they are calling from, 
how the weather is in that part of the country, if they have anyone 
watching QVC with them and who they are, salutations to those 
friends or family members of the caller, what the caller is interested 
in purchasing t<^ay, if they have ever bought from QVC before, and 
are they satisfied with the products. For example, Kathy Levin has 
a dog named Chelsey. Viewers who watch Kathy often hear stories 
about Chelsey, so when they call in Kathy gets to hear stories about 
the caller's dog or cat and she in turn will relate yet another Chelsey 
episode. This strategy draws the caller in and gets them interested in 
Kathy and things that she herself is interested in, such as the
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products on QVC. Interpersonal attraction is established and a buying 
relationship is built upon this foundation.

Another strategy is the use of personal stories which either 
relate directly to the caller and/or the product for sale. These 
personal narratives enhance relational bonds by fostering a sense of 
contmon ground and similarity, increasing cohesiveness and 
credibility (Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Wood, 1982; Mohan, 1992; Pohl & 
Hartman, 1992). The following are a few stories which are generated 
on QVC by the hosts.

Let me tell you a little story. My wife loves to 
rearrange furniture. It's like a hobby for her. Just 
recently we redid our bedroom and we did a little 
decorating. She moved the bed from one wall to the 
other and for 3 nights in a row 1 walked smack into 
the wall because I'd forgotten she'd moved the bed.
With this lamp, the light is soft enough to be used as
an accent___(Dan Hughes, 1992)
1 remember when we were first married and we had 
my in-laws over for dinner. 1 was hoping we would 
have had something a little nicer. This dinnerware 
. . . .  (Dan Hughes, 1992)

Product Quality at Bargain Prices
The second persuasive strategy used is product credibility. This 

strategy is defined as an influence strategy where the salesperson 
gives the buyer information related to the product itself (usefulness 
and quality of the product, and information pertinent to the purchase 
decision). The hosts offer explanations of the history of the product, 
materials used in making the product, uses of the product, quality of 
the product, and cost of the product (Pohl & Hartman, 1992). For 
example, a middle-aged woman from Louisville, Kentucky, ordered a 
14 karat diamond ring with a 1 karat diamond for $620.00. The QVC 
retail appraisal was $1,000.00. The woman received the ring and 
took it to a jeweler in Louisville to be appraised. The jeweler said the 
ring should be appraised for $1200.00, at least. The woman was 
ecstatic with the her buy and the quality of the ring. Callers from all 
over the country give on-air testimonies concerning the quality and 
value of products purchased.
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Updates on the sale of products are also given throughout the 
show. The host always reviews the original quantity of the products, 
how naany have been purchased and when the product sells out. Often 
a viewer will hear such statements as: "If you are interested in the 
Dicken's Christmas Village there are only 10 of those left. So if you 
want one, please call in soon or they will be sold out.” On the 
television screen a box appears in the lower right side announcing the 
time left to talk about the product while a box in the upper right 
screen indicates the quantity sold. The swiftness with which the 
products sells is inferr^ to be an indication of quality, px>pularity and 
price.

Audience Response
Convenience, the need for social contact, the 
avoidance of loneliness, listening and safely 
connecting with others-these are understandable 
motives for participating in electronic home 
shopping. The strategy is to tap the myth of old- 
fashioned idealized store, where customer and 
salesperson were united in formal courtship, where 
greetings, awareness of product, and the illusion of 
friendship were part of the exchange of goods. 
(Gump)ert & Drucker, 1992, p. 193)

QVC attempts to build long-term, binding relationships between 
on-air hosts and the audience (Mohan, 1992). This sense of intimacy 
and trust is reflected in the response of audience nnembers to the on-air 
hosts as well as the products they have purchased. For example:

Jackie from Orlando, Florida: "1 ordered one of these 
for my husband when they first came out and I'm so 
glad you've got all these beautiful designs."

Peggy from Cincinnati, Ohio: "I priced these ties 
elsewhere, and these prices are out of sight! These 
silk ties are a great value."
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A 1990 public relations package front QVC further illustrates 
QVC audience members appreciation:

It is such a pleasure doing business with QVC. The 
quality is excellent and the prices can't be beat. I like 
the convenience, too, because I hate the hassle when I 
go to town to shop.

It is pleasant and entertaining to have the QVC 
program on. We feel like we know all of you and trust 
your work on the presentations. No hurry-hurry high 
pressure hype!

Audience response is also initiated by the use of the third 
persuasive strategy, humor. Historically, humor has been used to 
release emotions, facilitate communication, build interpersonal 
relationships, share common experiences, reduce anxiety and defuse 
hostile situations. Humor can facilitate conununication, build and/or 
strengthen interpersonal relationships and reduce anxiety all at the 
same time (McGhee, 1979; Graham & Rubin, 1987; Derks & 
Berkowitz, 1989; Graham, Papa, & Brooks, 1992). In a buyer-seller 
situation such as QVC, the use of humor encourages the buyer to relax 
while on the air, relate personal experiences, foster a good feeling 
about the host by reducing the perceived social distance between 
themselves and a television "celebrity," feel confident about the 
product, and feel assured that their satisfaction is guaranteed. 
Overall, the caller is put at ease by the host's humor and is 
encouraged to like the host and QVC and, therefore, to buy and like 
QVC products.

Humor is traditionally defined in one of three ways. The first 
definition of a sense of humor is the conformist sense. This sense of 
humor emphasizes the degree of similarity between people's 
appreciation of humor. For example, QVC host Steve Coluntuno often 
greets callers by singing to them. The caller is usually surprised and 
begins to laugh or to join in the singing. A rapport has now been 
established between the host and caller. This supports the notion of 
interpersonal attraction and shared similarities.
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The quantitative sense of humor refers to the number of times a 
person laughs and smiles and how easily a person is amused. For 
instance, on one QVC program, Jeff Hewson was talking to a woman in 
her early twenties and every time Jeff asked her a question she began 
to giggle. As a result, Jeff was reduced to laughter and remarked to 
the young wonuin that she might have some trouble ordering if she 
couldn't stop laughing, so he would just order two of everything in the 
show for her. After the call was over, Jeff continually made remarks 
about the giggling caller and stated how refreshing it is to talk with 
a happy person. Once again, a rapport and interpersonal attraction 
was established and possible buyer anxiety was reduced.

A third type of humor is the productive sense which emphasizes 
the extent to which people tell funny stories to amuse others. For 
example, Kathy Levin often refers to the time when on-air she asked 
Richard Sinunons to marry her. She later followed up with pictures 
of Richard in a tuxedo kissing her at a party. What she later tells 
the audience is that she and Richard just happen to be at a party 
together and they invented the story for fun. The viewers love this 
type of humor. It is evidenced by the fact that they call in and 
humorously ask when the wedding is going to be and where she and 
Richard will live. Kathy good-naturedly carries the story further 
and then reiterates the story is not true. For these reasons and more 
callers and viewers return to QVC for entertainment, value and 
quality.

As one might suspect, humor can be seen as a viable component of 
sales personalization. Both attempt to emphasize rapport, 
interpersonal attraction, attitudinal similarities and trust. The 
buyer is satisfied with the personalized attention, product quality, 
and product guarantee. And best of all, the buyer enjoyed the 
experience. For example, an older lady living on a fixed income 
called, thanking Dan Wheeler for making her Sunday evening an 
enjoyable one. She lived alone and Dan allowed her into his home 
wMIe at the same time offered her a product she has been looking at 
for many months at an affordable price.
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Callers often say that they rely on QVC for quality and the best 
price. That indeed is the QVC motto—Quality, Value and 
Convenience. The persuasive strategies used by the on-air hosts 
ensure that the buyers feel that they are receiving a credible service 
and product. Hosts also attempt to make the buying experience 
pleasant and enjoyable for the buyer. Perhaps this is why buyers 
return to QVC and why people joyfully enter the electronic shopping 
ritual.
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Loud-Mouthed and Liberated: 
The Women of Norman Lear

In the 1970s, television producer Norman Lear introduced a new 
kind of heroine to viewers. The Lear woman, who combined the 
zaniness of Lucille Ball and the shrewdness of Molly Goldberg, 
"packed a wallop," and had a sharp tongued sarcasm all her own. 
Most earlier sitcom comediennes portrayed middle or upper middle 
class women whose problems focused on family disputes or failures of 
communication. In the decade following the tumultuous sixties, 
however, the women of TV sitcoms experienced some remarkable 
changes. Female characters began to break out of their shells. 
Working mothers and even welfare mothers filled the "tube"; cutting 
humor often was used by these women to soften the harsh reality of 
the true life situations presented on their shows each w eek- 
situations such as poverty, racism, alcoholism, child abuse, and rape. 
These were subjects rarely portrayed in television comedy before; 
previously the world of sitcoms had been filled with inoffensive 
characters and stories that were laundered before they ever got on the 
air (Lichter et al. 54). However, with the introduction of Norman 
Lear's socially relevant themes and vibrant mosaic of female figures 
such as Edith Bunker, Maude Findlay, Louise Jefferson, Florida 
Evans, and Ann Romano, the world of television situation comedies 
was turned upside down.

According to authors Andrew J. Edelstein and Kevin McDonough, 
the 1970s is often thought of as a pernicious period in American 
cultural history. In their book. The Seventies: From Hot Pants to Hot 
Tubs, they claim that people remember this decade as the time of 
malaise, disco, polyester, and pet rocks. While tasteless excesses did 
abound, this era is far more fascinating than it might first seem. The 
notion that the Seventies was merely the "calm" after the storm of 
the frenetic Sixties simply is not true. This ten-year span witnessed 
the explosion of the women's movement, the legalization of abortion, 
the blossoming of the sexual revolution, the growth of gay liberation, 
and the end of the Vietnam war. It was also the decade in which the 
values and styles of the Sixties counterculture merged with society at 
large, and American culture explored both its military defeat and the
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limits of economic growth. In ten years we went from "The 
Revolution” to the genesis of "Reaganomics" (Edelstein and 
McDonough 1).

Meanwhile, there was also a revolution going on in our living 
rooms. In 1970, television was considered to be one of the most 
irrelevant aspects of American life. Beginning in 1971, however, the 
three major networks began airing shows which were thought to have 
"contemporary urban relevance." The most successful of these shows 
did not depict the life of an upscale, socially conscious professional, 
but rather the humble existence of a beer-guzzling, middle-aged, 
loading-dock worker and his dim-witted but well meaning wife. The 
show, "All in the Family," which first appeared on January 12, 1971, 
helped to revolutionize that most formulaic staple of American 
television: the sitcom (Edelstein and McDonough 183-185).

Due to its impact on American audiences, "All in the Family" is 
perhaps the single most influential program in the history of 
broadcasting. The show broke new ground in the areas of story 
development and character treatment and was the first situation 
comedy to deal openly with bigotry, prejudice, and politics. Many 
formerly taboo subjects such as abortion, birth control, menopause, 
breast cancer, and rape were handled with dignity during the show's 
nine-year run on CBS (1971-1979] (Brooks and Marsh 29).

(Dften, the central figure in these controversial shows was Edith 
Bunker. Edith, the naive, "dingbat" wife of blue collar worker 
Archie, gradually blossomed into a more fully develop>ed, mature, 
and sometimes troubled character. Edith took years to come out of her 
shell, assert herself, and demand the right to do even volunteer work. 
Primarily, she was considered the "good wife" whose secondary 
status to her husband was highly visible. She was devoted, patient, 
and tolerant, although confused at times. Unlike Archie, she was 
well equipped to cope with the changes that life often brings.

Diana Meehan, in her book. Ladies of the Evening: Women
Characters of Prime-Time Television  ̂ discusses the role Edith played 
as the archetypal good wife. Meehan states that Edith was 
primarily concerned with her family. During the early years of the 
show she rarely left the Bunker home except to go to the grocery store 
or to church. Her life offered few diversions other than television 
and the conversation of friends. She fulfilled her family's 
expectations of cleaning the home and preparing and serving the
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meals. Her rewards for these accomplishments were usually 
complaints and insults.

Edith's secondary status was a frequent topic of conversation on 
the show. In one episode, when Archie suffered a back injury, he 
complained that he had been reduced to using Edith's chair. In 
another, when Edith told Archie that she was having a private 
conversation on the phone, Archie's response was as follows: 
"Private? This is my house, my living room, and that's my phone. I 
am in on all the privates in this house." Moreover, when trying to 
prove a point to Archie, Edith often followed immediately behind 
him with a shuffle and a high-pitched voice reminiscent of a child 
seeking approval and acceptance from an adult.

Despite her second-rate status in the Bunker household, Edith 
represented a woman of virtue whose goodness and selflessness guided 
the entire family. She was the perfect contrast to her husband. She 
was open and accepting of others when Archie practiced bigotry; she 
was honest when Archie was crooked; she was less moralistic when 
Archie was judgmental. Often, she served as the foil for Archie's 
shady deals and questionable schemes. Edith's virtue was her own 
reward. She took things at face value and was often protected from 
personal hurt by her own naivete and the optimistic outlook that 
human beings were basically good (Meehan 48).

As "All in the Family" developed, so did the character of Edith 
Bunker. Edith gradually began to assert herself and forge a life 
separate from the one that she shared with Archie. Edith slowly 
discovered that she could always count on someone—that someone 
being herself. In 1974, Jean Stapleton, the actress who played Edith, 
conunented on her character's gradual blossoming:

I couldn't be more thrilled with the effects of women's 
lib—all that consciousness-raising. But we can't hide 
the kind of woman who is restricted by her domestic 
life. She exists. And I think that by showing Edith 
as she really is, we are doing more good than an 
instant out-of-character liberationist would 
accomplish. There's a slow development going on 
with Edith and that's the way it's really going to 
happen in this country. (McCrohan 217)
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Throughout "All in the Family's" 212 episodes, Edith was 
periodically plagued by a host of "women's problems"; these included 
menopause, suspected breast cancer, and sexual assault. These topics 
had never been presented on sitcoms before. Some viewers complained 
that the subjects were too personal to be dealt with on the air. 
Others, however, believed that it was time to bring them out in the 
open. Society did not have to further compound the 
"uncomfortability" that nature had contrived for women. When 
Edith was sexually assaulted in her own home, she dealt not only 
with what had happened to her, but also with the notion that it 
might reflect negatively on her if she reported it to the police. The 
episode stressed the fact that any woman, young or old, could be a 
possible target. This episode won considerable praise for its 
effectiveness from police departments and rape crisis centers across 
the country.

In other episodes, Edith faced menopause and the fear that she 
had breast cancer. In the breast cancer episode, Edith saw a doctor 
and learned that her scare was a false alarm. Elated, she jumped for 
joy; when she landed, she fractured her foot. Having seen the show, 
scores of American women made appointments for mammograms and 
community service groups request^ video tapes from the network for 
counseling purposes (McCrohan 218).

A more typical Lear woman evolved from Bunker acquaintances, 
such as Edith's opinionated, independent cousin Maude Findlay. 
"Maude" was spun off from "All in the Family" in 1972 and featured 
Beatrice Arthur in the title role. A wealthy, middle-aged 
suburbanite, Maude was a political liberal and an outspoken feminist. 
She was already familiar to viewers from her verbal battles with 
Archie-'battles she usually won. Her broad-minded, liberalistic 
harangues were every bit as overbearing as his conservative 
diatri^s. In the series pilot, Maude is already on her fourth 
husband. Over the next six seasons she would have an abortion (an 
episode which some CBS affiliates refused to air), experience hot 
flashes associated with menopause, and exhibit a set of political 
attitudes that placed her somewhere between George McGovern and 
Simone de Beauvoir. "Maude" was a radical innovation because, 
unlike "All in the Family," which focused on a blue-collar 
household, the show invaded upper middle class suburban life and
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injected it with a rhetoric of race, class, and political dichotomy. 
This had been the formerly innocent environment of television's most 
beloved families-the Nelsons, the Andersons, and the Cleavers. In 
his book. Comic Visions: Television Comedy and American Culture, 
David Marc states that "Maude dispensed birth-control advice with 
the same gusto with which June Qeaver had once offered brownies" 
(Marc 184).

Like Archie, Maude had an opinion on almost every subject 
imaginable, and she was generally angry on principle. Maude's 
confidence in the accuracy of her world view was always tempered or 
silenced by the unmanageability of the situations she dealt w ith- 
her own pregnancy in middle age, her decision to have an abortion, 
and her husband Walter's alcoholism, nervous breakdown, and 
bankruptcy.

Maude was a character of great contrasts. Her self-absorption 
frequently was in opposition with her zealous desire to help others 
and change the world. This self-absorption also led her to suffer 
indignities, and at the same time be oblivious to the sensitivities of 
others. An example of this insensitivity is when she tells her 
housekeeper that women are meant to be more than maids. Although 
she clamored for women's rights, she never chose to take a real job 
outside of the home.

Nevertheless, many of the plots in "Maude" revolved around the 
central character's efforts to assert both her own independence and 
the rights of modem women. In one episode, Maude is in charge of a 
1976 bicentennial celebration. She decides that its theme should be 
famous women in history. Walter and the other men involved 
disagree; they believe that the results will be disastrous and that no 
one will attend. Maude is pressured to change the theme and she 
wavers briefly. However, she eventually remembers what the show 
is all about. She believes that it is supposed to inspire women to 
strive and struggle for their place in life. Adhering to her own 
principles, she perseveres and refuses to quit. The show goes on as 
scheduled and it is a huge success (Lichter et al. 72).

Although Maude was supportive of women's causes, she herself 
did not firmly cling to the l^lief that women must bond with one 
another in order to be unified. Throughout the course of the series, she 
did not have one truly supportive relationship with another woman. 
Her daughter Carol was her critic; Vivian, her best friend of thirty
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years, her rival and judge; and her housekeepers, Florida Evans and 
Mrs. Naugatuck, her subordinates.

When Maude was not seeking out conflict, Louise Jefferson, a next- 
door neighbor of the Bunkers, was attempting to deflate the 
gargantuan ego of her husband George, an African-American version 
of Archie. In 1975 George and Louise moved from Queens to a deluxe 
apartment on Manhattan's fashionable East Side. Their show, "The 
Jefferson's," another direct spin-off of "All in the Family," fwrtrayed 
an upper middle class African-American family who had worked 
hard and prospered. George, Archie's mirror image in black, made 
his fortune from a chain of dry cleaning stores. He was sustained by 
his capable and open-minded wife, Louise. Like Edith Bunker, Louise 
played the long-suffering "little woman," who came to George's 
rescue and often played his alter ego. As is frequently the case of a 
well-taken-care-of wife, she occasionally did volunteer work and 
received expensive gifts from her husband. On one show, she was so 
worried about George's reaction to her independence, that she asked 
his permission to put together a cookbook.

On occasion, however, Louise exhibited a strength and autonomy 
that would come to characterize the new woman of the seventies. She 
drew an outside world of blacks and whites alike to her home and 
remained loving but undeterred by George's loudly voiced opposition 
(Taylor 80). An example of this is the episode in which George and 
Louise decide to renew their wedding vows. When Louise teams that 
George is overcharging his customers in the Harlem store, she refuses 
to go through with the ceremony. George finally agrees to cut his 
Harlem prices ten percent; Louise then relents and says "I do." The 
point is made; Louise helps George to realize that he has a special 
obligation to the people who cannot afford the high prices he has 
been charging.

While the Jeffersons were members of the nouveau riche, Louise 
never forgot her roots. In one episode, we leam that she was once 
employed as a maid in order to hnance her husband's first cleaning 
establishment. In another, she returned to her childhood home, a 
tenement building about to be tom down. A glass doorknob reminds her 
of an old room, where she, as a young girl, dreamed about her future. 
Although her family did not have material things, they did have 
peace. Louise ultimately discovers that the present or the future
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would be of no account if she does not hold on to her heritage and pass 
it on to future generations.

The interaction of the female characters on "All in the Family," 
"Maude," and "The Jeffersons" helped to develop a topical, political, 
and ethnic comic repartee which b^ame a dominant style of seventies 
situation comedy shows. Additional Lear spin-off series continued to 
establish this same comic fornuit. A typical character in these shows 
was the woman whose insults and sarcastic wit undermined the male 
ego. Many of these women were poor or single parents; the problems 
they dealt with were not important on traditionally white, middle- 
class sitcoms. On her own spin-off, "Good Times," Maude's maid, 
Florida Evans, struggled with poverty while trying to raise three 
children in a Chicago housing project. Playing the quick witted, tart 
tongued matriarch of the family, Florida often found bitter humor 
trying to cope with life in the ghetto while looking for a way out of 
it. Episodes featured abused children, loan sharks, unemployment, 
drug addiction and alcoholism, and other aspects of life on the edge. 
During the course of the show’s five year run, Florida's husband James 
is killed in an auto accident, leaving the widow to raise her children 
by herself. Firmly rooted in black culture, Florida was the epitome of 
the good wife and mother who continued to reaffirm the importance 
of a strong black family unit. She possessed a inner strength that any 
num or woman would envy. Her tenacity allowed her to fight against 
racism, bigotry, and violence; it also enabled her to cushion the blows 
the entire family received from the outside world. On one episode of 
"Good Times," a city alderman threatens the Evans family with 
eviction from their public housing project if Florida’s son J.J. does not 
make a political speech endorsing him. When Florida's daughter, 
Thelma, complains that there should be laws against this, her 
mother answers that it is politicians like the alderman who make 
the laws. In the end, the Evans' home is saved, but not without 
comment from Florida. She tells the audience that as long as there 
are people like the alderman, there will always be families living in 
ghettos. The message is clear—deplorable housing conditions are the 
result of political corruption (Lichter et al. 267).

Florida Evans was not the only single mother on the tube in the 
mid-seventies. On "One Day at a Time," divorced mother Ann 
Romano learned to deal with her daughters’ adventures into 
premarital sex, her own dating problems, sexual harassment on the
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job, nonpayment of child support and alimony, and even recovery from 
a heart attack. During the series run, Ann learned how to be an adult, 
a contemporary woman, and a new breed of parent

When the series first aired in 1975, Ann was a thirty-five year 
old displaced homemaker who was trying to begin anew after the 
dissolution of her seventeen-year marriage. With her fairy tale 
nuclear family only a faint memory, she had to grow up all over again 
under vastly different circumstances. Although the show was about 
the new family she fashioned, it really centered on Ann's search for 
selfhood. She is forced to find employment, learn to discipline as 
well as nurture her daughters, and shape a new identity for herself as 
a woman. In "One Day at a Time," there was little of the political 
rhetoric which punctuated previous Lear series; Ann contended with 
problems much closer to home. Her father still treated her like a 
little girl; her mother interfered or competed with her; her daughters 
ran away from home with boyfriends. Confusion all about her, Ann 
was forced to invent her own rules for living and stand alone in a 
man's world (Taylor 88). While Maude Findlay confronted the 
impersonal institutions of the world with oral bravado, Ann Romano 
held on tight and muddled through "one day at a time."

In the sugar-coated world of fifties sitcoms, women were usually 
seen as female counterparts of their wise and tolerant husbands. A TV 
wife was more apt to work with her spouse in solving family disputes 
than work around him. If father knew best, mother was usually 
backing him up.

Norman Lear changed the persona of the wholesome housewife in 
his socially conscious comedies of the seventies. Real world problems 
invaded the lives of his television heroines—they often relied upon 
cynicism and sarcasm to see them through seemingly overwhelming 
problems. Margaret Anderson, Harriet Nelson, and June Cleaver 
would have been shocked by their Lear sisters Maude Findlay, 
Florida Evans, and Ann Romano. Lear's sitcom women turned the tube 
on its ear and helped set the stage for the Murphy Browns and Mary 
Jo Shiveleys of the nineties. They also coaxed viewers into accepting 
their ethical and social responsibilities. Ultimately, these women 
contributed to the evolution of television—helping to transform it 
from an instrument of social control into an instrument of social 
change.
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