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The Limits of Narcissism: Self 
and Society in Tom Wolfe’s 

The Bonfire of the Vanities
Reviewers of Tom Wolfe's The Bonfire o f the Vanities have 

tended to focus their critiques upon two main ideas: the extent to 
which the novel is less fiction than fictionalized reportage, another 
variety of the New Journalism;! and Wolfe’s acknowledged debt to 
such nineteeth-century novelists as Zola, Dickens, Thackeray, 
Dreiser, and others.^ Frank Rich links these two influences when he 
writes that "with its echoes of Thackeray and its pointed references 
to Dickens and Fanny Trollope (among others). Vanities at once 
aspires to 19th-century social realism and hopes to demonstrate how 
such fiction resembles meticulously reported, stylishly written, 
satirically bent reportage just like Wolfe's own" (Rich 42). Rich’s use 
of verbs like "aspires" and "hopes" suggests that Wolfe does not quite 
succeed in his aims, and Rich is not alone in thinking so. Unfavorably 
comparing Wolfe's novel to another famous tale of the wealthy and 
powerful, Nicholas Lemann maintains that "Wolfe’s narrative voice 
doesn't allow for the deep, almost lovely sadness of The Great 
Gatsby” (Lemann 107), and Richard Vigilante argues that the novel, 
an "experiment in radically journalistic fiction," sounds like a 
"sociology lecture" with characters who function as "audio-visual 
aids—trotted out to verify the thesis" (Vigilante 48). Just what that 
thesis is, however, is never adequately explained by the reviewers, 
nor are we likely to recognize it by comparing Wolfe to Fitzgerald or 
Dickens or Thackeray or Wharton or any of the other supposed 
influences on or "echoes" in the novel.

To be sure, there is an easily discernible thesis or theme in 
Bonfire. It concerns the pernicious effects of conspicuous wealth and 
power on contemporary American society. Wolfe, the social 
commentator who named the 1970's the "Me Decade," regards the 
l980's as "the decade of money fever," a decade in which "money, 
greed, reaches all through society" and which is "not likely to 
produce heroic figures" ("Master of His Universe" 90). In another 
interview, he called the period the "Purple Decade," "purple in the 
sense of royal purple" since people are more blatant in their pursuit of
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status than they were in the two previous decades (Mewbom 218).^ 
Bonfire clearly illustrates this view of life in our time through its 
satiric portraits of the social "beehive" that buzzes in the 
fashionable buildings along New York's Fifth and Park Avenues, of 
the corrupt Black leadership that extorts money from guilt-ridden 
liberals under the pretext of social justice, of the power-politics that 
go on in City Hall and in the Bronx District Attorney's Office, politics 
which have more to do with personal image and self-aggrandizement 
than with public service. These and other foibles and excesses of life 
in the '80's are treated to Wolfe's peculiarly effective brand of 
satire,^ and if, as Vigilante suggests, some of his characters are made 
of pasteboard that he can easily flatten, so be it. Such is the nature of 
ail satiric commentary.

But on a deeper and more important thenuitic level~a level 
that the reviewers fail or refuse to penetrate--Bon/frc is neither 
satire nor poorly disguised journalism. Rather, like the works of 
Wolfe's aclmowledged predecessors, it is a novel with a moral vision, 
a work that focuses upon the ethical struggles of a man of his times, 
pulling the con^ortable props out from under him and thus compelling 
him (and the reader) to recognize the vacuity of his previously held 
social beliefs. Sherman McCoy is a divided figure, at once the 
product of an earlier, more principled time and of the materialistic 
and ego-promoting present. The first of these influences implants 
within him a keen sense of duty and moral values, the second a 
variety of narcissistic urges-narcissism not in the pathological but 
the sociological sense described by Christopher Lasch in his book The 
Culture o f Narcissism, As such, his view of self and society is 
distorted, reflected as it is in the odd-shaped mirror of conflicting 
kinds of individual and class consciousness. When that brittle glass is 
broken, Sherman is made to confront truths about himself and his 
society, and it is in the depiction of that confrontation that Wolfe 
concentrates his considerable narrative skills.

"The contemporary narcissist," Lasch writes, "bears only a 
superficial resemblance, in his self-absorption and delusions of 
grandeur, to the 'imperial self so often celebrated in nineteenth- 
century American literature. The American Adam, like his 
descendants today, sought to free himself from the past and to 
establish what Emerson called 'an original relation to the universe'" 
(Lasch 8). The main difference between the contemporary narcissist
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and the American Adam, Lasch goes on, concerns the origin of self 
esteem. For the individualist, the only world worth living in was the 
wilderness, where he or she could shape reality to individual design, 
personal definition, whereas the narcissist regards the world as a 
mirror in which his or her importance is merely reflected. This 
reflection, moreover, depends upon the attention of admiring others, 
particularly those who radiate celebrity, power, and charisma 
(Lasch 10). It is for this reason that the narcissist pursues visible 
success and often attains it, though it is success that relies more upon 
winning images than upon character, more upon the manipulation of 
personal relationships than deep personal attachments. By the same 
token, since being a "winner" depends so much upon image and 
personal attractiveness, the "gamesman in the executive success 
game," as Lasch calls this type of individual, begins to lose ground as 
he gets older, thereby losing "the adolescent charm on which 
(successful achievements] rest. Middle age hits him with the force of 
a disaster" (Lasch 43-45).

Many of the traits that Lasch describes here can be seen in 
Wolfe's Sherman McCoy. Perhaps the most glaring is Sherman’s self 
definition as a "Master of the Universe," by which he means one of a 
handful of people who manipulate the wealth of the planet through 
their professional activity as financial managers. As a bond trader, 
he regards his company as "the power" and himself as one who is 
"wired into the power" (72),^ the power in this case being fabulous 
sums of money. Although he never shares the epithet Master of the 
Universe with anyone else, thus acknowledging Ms awareness of the 
pomposity of the term, its telling absurdity (the name derives from "a 
set of lurid, rapacious plastic dolls" [12]), it nevertheless reflects his 
own narcissistic response to life. He demands respect, even 
exculpation from moral strictures, based upon this self-perception. He 
judges the appearance of others as reflected in the distorted glass 
through which he sees. His wife he deems old at forty, whereas he 
himself is "still young" at thirty-eight (10-11). A bit later, when he 
sees another narcissist, an old school acquaintance named Pollard 
Browning, he judges his own appearance as superior but still resents 
the fact that Pollard is a "true Knickerbocker" who started with 
more advantages than Sherman did and loses no opportunity to let 
Sherman know it. To justify his affair with a young and attractive 
married woman, he says in an apostrophe to his wife, who has
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accidentally caught him at it, th at" . . .  I, a Master of the Universe, a 
young man still in the season of the rising sap, deserve more from time 
to time, when the spirit moves me," (13), and then again later, he 
rationalizes his infidelity by suggesting that "it had no moral 
dimension" (55). In a rather patronizing statement, R. Z. Sheppard 
has written that "middle-aged married female readers will be 
unsympathetic and even gleeful about Sherman's downfall" 
(Sheppard 101) because of his infidelity. But the truth of the matter 
is that Wolfe intends anyone reading the first hundred pages of the 
novel to find Sherman unsympathetic owing not only to his 
extrannarital tryst but to his self-centered view of himself.

And yet it is also true that Wolfe does not intend for us to end 
up disliking Sherman, seeing his downfall merely as the working out 
of poetic justice. Wolfe manages to turn our sympathies around 
through a variety of means, the most obvious being milieu; in other 
words, in a society filled with self-serving politicians, absurd social 
constraints, and narcissists of a much higher order than Sherman, we 
are made to feel sorry for the unwitting pawn in the political game 
that will follow. On a more subtle level, Wolfe nuinipulates our 
feelings for Sherman by showing us that something better, something 
finer, exists within the soul of Sheiman McCoy, that his values are 
shaped by other, better, forces than the power-brokers with whom he 
associates, that he really does not know himself as well as he thinks 
he does.

What differentiates Sherman from the other narcissists in 
his world is his conscience, which, despite his professional success 
and his experiments in egotism, will not allow him to become 
comfortable with his new-found power. Wolfe shows us the force of 
this conscience in small ways even early in the novel. His wife's 
discovery of his infidelity, for instance, sparks guilt in him not only 
because the act itself is morally wrong, but because he respects her 
moral indignation. "She was right," he says of her at one point after 
failing to rationalize away the infidelity. "The Master of the 
Universe was cheap, and he was rotten, and he was a liar" (28). 
When he makes this adntission, ironically, she has not yet accused 
him of anything or taken measures against him. His own internal 
voice rather than external agency sparks this admission, a well- 
developed conscience that she in part was responsible for forming and 
that tells him the truth even though he finds it more convenient to lie
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to others. And this is not the only occasion when we see the quiet 
influence of Judy in his life. Even when he is doing what he is most 
proud of, acting as a Master of the Universe who is wired into the 
flnancial power of his firm, he feels a tingle of guilt for his elation 
over his own and his firm's success. Even in moments of intense 
professional satisfaction, he thinks of Judy's likely response:" ..  .Judy 
has always had his number. She looked down on him .. . .  Yet, back 
there in the cocoon of their early days together in the Village, 
Sherman had validated her claim. He had enjoyed telling Judy that 
while he worked on Wall Street, he was not of Wall Street and was 
only using Wall Street. He had been pleased when she condescended 
to admire him for the enlightenment that was stirring in his soul" 
(72).

Yet another influence on Sherman's conscience is his father, a 
once powerful partner in a prestigious law firm. Although Sherman 
frequently reflects with pride on his status as the son of "the Lion of 
Dunning Sponget," on the aristocratic chin that he has inherited from 
the older man, on the respect accorded him on being his well-known 
father's son, he also realizes that his father would approve neither 
of his infidelities nor his way of life. Reflecting at one point on the 
astronomical cost of his apartment, he realizes that his father would 
be appalled, "wounded at the thought of how his endlessly repeated 
lessons concerning duty, debt, ostentation, and proportion had 
whistled straight through his son's skull" (57). While these values 
may not be entirely evident in Sherman's narcissistic musings, the 
lessons have surely remained behind, and he will have cause later to 
call upon the reserves that both his father and Judy have planted in 
his conscience.

That conscience is forcibly awakened following the accident 
that will lead to his downfall, and yet, Maria Ruskin, his mistress 
and co-conspirator in not reporting the accident, has, for a time, the 
opposite effect on his conscience than his father and wife have had. 
Troubled by the idea that he naight have hurt a young man, Sherman 
wants to go to the police with information about the assault and 
subsequent accident, and Maria mockingly dissuades him, arguing 
that their social position makes them vulnerable—an argument that, 
in light of the current political climate in New York, proves all too 
true—and that what has happened has no moral significance since it 
involved self-defense. "Two niggers tried to kill us, and we got
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away," she insists. "Two niggers tried to kill us in the jungle, and we 
got outta the jungle, and we're still breathing, and that's that" (96). 
Sherman counters her argument with some mild objections but 
ultimately fails—not because his own argument is weak but because 
his vanity is still too powerful. Indeed, what Maria lacks in moral 
scruples she possesses in savvy, about situations and about people. 
Her claim that, because of their wealth and position, they will be 
judged harshly turns out to be valid, but more telling than ttiat is her 
knowledge of Sherman McCoy. Whereas he admits to himself that 
"he barely knew her" (97), she apparently knows him very well and 
plays him like an instrument. Subtly appealing to his pride, his 
vanity, his adolescent narcissism, she plants the idea that they have 
survived a jungle fight, and that interpretation of events ignites his 
narcissistic yearnings. He soon begins to congratulate her and to boast 
about their "achievement," immaturely reflecting on the fact that 
the last time he was in a fight was when he was twelve or thirteen. 
Then, he proceeds to link the adult self he wants to project with his 
adolescent battles: "1 beat them both. Never had there been such 
music in the ears of the Master of the Universe. Play on! Never 
stop!" (99). With this puerile misinterpretation of events, Wolfe 
shows us how easily the narcissist can derail moral considerations.

And yet, the duality of Sherman's self--his narcissistic 
fantasies on the one hand and his well-formed conscience on the 
other—will not allow the "music" of self-congratulation to last very 
long. Later in the novel, a policeman says of Sherman, "He ain't got 
the heart for being on the wrong side of the law" (377), a statement 
that is both true and short-sighted. In fact, so compelling is the 
power of Sherman's internalized ethical sense that his guilt over 
what he has done and/or failed to do gnaws away at him long before 
the external forces of the law begin to close in, and, though he listens 
initially to Maria's tempting, self-serving siren song, prompting him, 
manipulating his narcissistic desires, he realizes that he is morally 
wrong and, as a result, unconsciously begins the process of stripping 
away the narcissistic hide with which he has covered himself. Just 
four days after the incident, before newspaper reports have begun to 
circulate, he reflects on its meaning to his life: "Maybe the whole 
thing was one of God's warnings. Why didn't he and Judy and 
Campbell get out of the madness of New York . . . and the 
megalomania of Wall Street? Who but an arrogant fool would want
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to be a Master of the Universe-and take the insane chances that he'd 
been taking?" (236) Ultimately he will divorce himself from Wall 
Street, from the "madness," from narcissistic infatuation with the 
self, but he must first empty the vessel of the self, and this process 
demonstrates Wolfe's keen understanding and deft manipulaton of 
character.

Like the ethical and legal problems that ensnare him, the 
process of remaking the self shows the workings of both external and 
internal forces, the former being the more interesting to those who are 
content to read the novel merely as a well-contrived "page-turner." 
These external forces are numerous. First there is his rejection of and 
by Wall Street, suggesting the tenuousness of his status as a "Master 
of the Universe." In a discussion with his daughter, Campbell, who 
asks what her father actually does for a living, Sherman resents his 
wife's figurative characterization of his work as keeping the 
"crumbs" from a slice of cake that you didn't bake (239).^ And yet, 
when he begins to sense that the people at his firm care nothing for 
his plight, only for his ability to make them more rich and powerful 
than they already are, Sherman turns to precisely this metaphor to 
describe his feelings about his erstwhile professional activity: 
"Ahhhh, the golden crumbs . . .  How pointless it seemed" (438). This 
is merely one of the many attitudinal changes wrought by external 
pressure, and such pressure is formidable—placing his fate in the 
hands of criminal attorneys; facing rejection by business associates, 
acquaintances, and former friends; finding himself in the middle of a 
political storm as the "Great White Defendant"; being hounded by 
the press^; being asked to leave his building because of his notoriety; 
causing his wife and daughter to suffer emotionally; being prey^ 
upon by an unscrupulous real-estate salesperson—these and other 
external forces will serve to shatter the narcissistic shell in which he 
lives at the beginning of the novel.

Much more important, however, are the internal changes that 
occur once that shell has been shattered, the realizations about self 
and society that he failed to make when he was still infatuated with 
himself. Ironically, the force that pierces this shell is one that 
Lasch considers a favorite of narcissists—the mass media. Having 
created a "cult of celebrity," he argues, the media "give substance to 
and thus intensify narcissistic dreams of fame and glory . . ." (21), 
even if that glory rests more on notoriety than fame. He cites, for
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example, Susan Stern's association with the Weathermen in the 
1960's not merely out of personal conviction but because its leaders, 
Mark Rudd and Bemadine Dohm, were media celebrities, as Stem 
herself was to become later, during the trial of the Seattle 7 (23). 
Sherman McCoy does something very similar when the media 
sensationalism surrounding his arrest makes him the toast of the 
Fifth Avenue "beehive," when the rich and socially prominent 
people who used to ignore him now sit around in silence "begging for 
war stories" (583), which he happily provides, replete with 
requisite exaggerations of what happened to him in jail. And yet this 
little narcissistic episode, placed within the context of the profound 
internal changes he has undergone, is little more than a momentary 
lapse into old habits, a temporary exercise in wish fulfillment. In 
actuality, the media attention he receives serves only to kill the old 
Sherman McCoy.

The "dying" process itself begins in the days prior to his 
arrest. That event prompts Sherman to look anew at the world, to 
regard the world not from the p>erspective of a Master of the Universe 
but rather as a slave to large, almost incomprehensible forces. 
"Never in his life had he seen things, the things of everyday life, 
more clearly," Wolfe writes. "And his eyes poisoned every one of 
themi . .  . Everybody smiled at him. Kind respectful unsuspecting 
souls. . .  Today still Mr. McCoy Mr. McCoy Mr. McCoy Mr. McCoy Mr. 
McCoy . . .  How very sad to think that in this solid orderly place . . .  
tomorrow. . . "  (444). Piis view of reality, his former arrogance toward 
the world and the people in it, changes with his estimation of his 
self-worth, and, in turn, he expects that "tomorrow" the attitude of 
those who showed him respect will also change accordingly. And, of 
course, it will since the world as he knew it was merely a bubble 
formed internally by his own inflated sense of self-importance, 
externally by the hollow respect paid him based upon the size of his 
bank account or his position or his Park Avenue address. Perhaps 
more important, his change in outlook also effects a new view of those 
who were responsible for forming his conscience—his father and his 
wife—both of whom are impotent to help, though for different 
reasons.

His father, the Lion of Dunning Sponget, turns out to be no 
more a "Lion" than Sherman is a "Master." Although Sherman still 
sees the elder McCoy as "an impressive figure with his aristocratic
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chin and his thick white hair combed straight back and his English 
suit, and his heavy watch chain across the belly of his vest" (446-47), 
Sherman also comes to realize that all of those things are merely 
superficial, that his father's influence in legal matters, whatever 
that influence might have been, is now past, primarily because of the 
older man's age. As noted earlier, Lasch writes about the narcissist's 
fear of aging, the loss of his ability to manipulate the world based 
upon the projection of the right image. We saw, too, Sherman's 
distorted sense of his own youthfulness as compared to his wife's 
inexorable aging. Now, however, he himself is forced to confront the 
terror of time, as it were, which his vanity is incapable of allaying, 
and that confrontation brings with it some awful truths. Having 
regarded himself as a young man until this point in his life, Sherman 
comes to the realization that his father's "mythical and infinitely 
important role" as Protector against "all the chaotic and catastrophic 
possibilities of life" (450) is at an end. That realization, which most 
people reach long before the age of thirty-eight, leads to maturation, 
in itself representing the killing of an old self. Likewise, just as he 
gets little practical help from his father, so he gets little emotional 
support from his wife, another blow to his callow ego. Although she 
offers to help if she can, she says that she cannot give him love and 
tenderness because, unlike Sherman, "I'm not that good an actress" 
(454). Ironically, someone who is a very good actress—Maria Ruskin— 
is indirectly responsible for undermining Sherman's relationships 
with the very people who have helped to form his conscience, who 
have given Sherman a moral anchor even as he plays out his 
narcissistic roles earlier in the book.

Indeed, Wolfe's manipulation of roles, Sherman's and those 
of the people who influence him, leads inexorably to the 
protagonist's attitudinal changes toward self and society at the end 
of Bonfire. When Sherman rejects conscience and accepts Maria's self- 
serving rationalization about the incident in the Bronx, when he 
rejects his wife as a source of love, guidance, and protection and 
substitutes for these Maria's gratification of his lust, materialism, 
and easy moral choices, Sherman effectively assigns to her the roles 
formerly played by trusted family members. In turn, Maria, herself 
the consummate narcissist, then unintentionally (though also 
unfeelingly) redefines Sherman's own role in the world—from 
narcissistic materialist to hunted criminal, from self-possessed
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Master of the Universe to sideshow freak, and, most important, from 
serious participant in the games of Wall Street and Park Avenue to 
amused observer of life in general. She is, in short, responsible for 
Sherman's ironic detachment from life, his new self.

Before that new self can be bom, however, the old one, replete 
with narcissism and conscience, must die, and Wolfe carefully, 
deliberately, employs the imagery of death to signal this change. 
Citing the belief among the Bororo Indians of the Brazilian Amazon 
that the self is not an inviolable private space but rather a "cavity" 
shaped and occupied by the entire community, Wolfe then asks what 
happens when the cavity becomes an "amusement park" for the 
curious and ruthless masses, a place where all the world-"to(fo el 
mundo, tout le monde,” to use the language of both the lower classes 
and older, politer society (a brilliant Wolfean play on words)—comes 
to enjoy the spectacle of one man's ruin (511-12). The answer is that 
the nuin, as a private being and as a product of community, ceases to 
exist. And so it is with Sherman McCoy. His narcissistic self is 
killed by the amused crowds, who include the bloodthirsty press, 
corrupt politicians, self-serving public servants, fellow prison 
inmates, former friends and acquaintances, and finally the rest of the 
world. Wolfe is explicit about the murderous effects of these 
individuals:

. . .  [Sherman] could see a thicket of microphones. He 
could hear the cameras whining away. Tbe horrible 
fire in their faces! He wanted to die . . . .  And then 
he was dead, so dead he couldn't even die.
He didn't even possess the willpower to fall down. 
The reporters and cameramen and photographers . . .  
they were the maggots and flies, and he was the dead 
beast they had found to crawl over and root into. . . .  
It was not an ordinary arrest. It was death. Every bit- 
of honor, respect, dignity, that he . . . nught ever 
have possess^ had been removed, just like that, and 
it was his dead soul that now stood here in the rain, 
in handcuffs, in the Bronx . . . .  The maggots called 
him Sherman. They were right on top of him (474).
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They closed in for the kill. And then they killed 
him. He couldn't remember whether he had died 
while he was still standing in line outside, before the 
door to Central Booking opened, or while he was in 

  the pens. But by the time he left the building, he had
died and been reborn-----In his new incarnation, the
press was no longer an enemy, and it was no longer out 
there. The press was now a condition . . . .  His entire 
central nervous system was now wired into the vast, 
incalculable circuit of radio and television and 
newspapers, and his body surged and burned and 
hummed with the energy of the press and the 
prurience of those it reached, which was everyone . . .  
. By the thousands, no, the millions, they now came 
scampering into the cavity of what he had presumed 
to be his self, Sherman McCoy (512-13).

"It's damned sobering, how fast it goes when it goes," 
he said to Killian." . . . it's all a thread. Tommy, all 
these ties that make up your life . . . .  I feel so sorry 
for my daughter, my little girl. She'll mourn me, 
she'll mourn her daddy, the daddy she remembers, 
without knowing he's already dead" (550).

Killian, the novel's most thoroughgoing materialist, has no 
idea what Sherman is talking about, but, for the reader, the 
significance of this "death" should be quite clear: both the narcissist 
and the moralist within him have expired, overrun and trampled by 
the public swarm within the cavity of self.

And yet, significantly, Sherman's postmortem self- 
assessments also reflect the varying definitions of self that Wolfe 
provides in the novel—the inviolable private space on the one hand 
and the cavity occupied by the community on the other. So it is that, 
while reflecting upon his own demise, Sherman can also regard 
himself still as the most im[>ortant occupant of the cavity, one who is 
still free enough to reflect upon the options left to him. There are few
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such options: he can "act dead," become entirely passive and allow 
the external machinery of politics, law, and press to take control; he 
can commit suicide, thereby bringing his physical condition into line 
with his perception of self; or, the most difficult option of all, he can 
attempt to emerge whole from the cavity, to resurrect and reconstitute 
the self. Eventually he will choose the last of these options, and 
that difficult choice is a measure of the great emotional distance that 
Wolfe has taken his protagonist since Sherman's initial self 
involvement. Even more impressive is the fact that Wolfe allows 
Sherman's choice to turn upon the actions of two characters who 
earlier represented the narcissistic mirrors in which Sherman 
preened himself: Pollard Browning and Maria Ruskin.

Near the beginning of Bonfire, Pollard Browning is shown to 
be the "true Knickerbocker" against whom Sherman measures his own 
worth in the world (15). As narcissistic as Sherman but with a self- 
possession bom of inherited wealth and position. Browning assesses 
his contemporary and deems him inferior though socially tolerable. 
In light of Sherman's subsequent notoriety, however, Pollard's 
tolerance comes to an end, and, when he appears in his official 
capacity as president of the co-op board to suggest that Sherman find 
living quarters elsewhere, he treats Sherman with the contempt that 
the egotistical upper classes reserve for those who live beneath the 
perch of power and position, indeed, as Sherman himself would have 
treated social inferiors earlier in the book. Sherman's response to 
Pollard is quick, vulgar, and nearly violent: "You were a ridiculous 
fat blowhard at Buckley and you're a ridiculous fat blowhard now," 
he says, taking Pollard by the arm and forcibly shoving him toward 
the kitchen door, the servants' entrance (557). Then Sherman admits 
to Tommy Killian that he had been considering suicide until 
Pollard's visit. Is it simply pride, another form of self-involvement, 
that leads Sherman to reject one of the available options? I would 
like to reserve judgment on that question for a moment.

The other catalyst to change in Sherman's attitude is Maria 
Ruskin, and, ironically, it is the very person responsible for the events 
leading to the death of the old Sherman who unwittingly helps to 
bring about his resurrection. Even after his troubles have overtaken 
him, Sherman naively persists in the belief that Maria had always 
cared for him, that she still has his best interests at heart. It is not 
until he learns that she has lied to the Grand Jury to protect herself
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and misaccuse him that Sherman comes to reject the other option open 
to him—quiet passivity. Stripping himself of the last shreds of 
vanity and conscience he possessed, he prepares to fight back, even 
offering to perjure himself in court by claiming ownership of some 
taped conversations between him and Maria that his attorney has 
illicitly obtained. When Killian expresses surprise over his client's 
uncharacteristically deceitful offer, Sherman explicates the nature of 
the new man he has become:

". . . something's gradually dawned on me over the 
past few days. I'm not Shennan McCoy anymore. I'm 
somebody else without a proper name. I've been that 
other person ever since the day I was arrested . . . .
I'm somebody else. I have nothing to do with Wall 
Street or Park Avenue or Yale or St. Paul's or Buckley 
or the Lion of Dunning Sponget. . . .  I'm a different 
human being. I exist down here now . . . .  You know 
the way they take a dog . . . and train it to be a 
vicious watchdog? . . . They don't alter that dog's 
personality with dog biscuits or pills. They chain it 
up, and they beat it, and they bait it, and they taunt 
it, and they beat it some more, until it turns and bears 
its fangs and is ready for the final fight every time it 
hears a sound" (652-53).

It is not simple pride that drives Sherman to expel Pollard 
Browning from his apartment, nor is it simple vengeance that prompts 
him to strike back against Maria Ruskin's treachery. Sherman has 
changed, has willingly left behind the narcissism he embraced not 
long before, has ceased to see himself as a Master of the Universe and 
now accepts the role of fighting dog. This view of the self, this 
transition from master to dog, is hardly flattering, and that is 
precisely why Sherman adopts it. Ego is no longer important to him, 
and, in its own way, this unflattering conceit, this humbler self 
perception, serves as a greater affirmation of life than his previous 
attitudes could ever be.

Indeed, in the end, Sherman McCoy relishes his fight for life, 
though that life strikes him as far less valuable than it was when he 
was Master, when he had so much to lose. The self as he has remade
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it is detached from the social niceties and strictures he once observed, 
and he behaves accordingly: during a riot in the courtroom, he 
punches a man whom he once would have feared (679); asked by the 
judge during the riot whether he wants to get killed, Sherman 
replies, "Judge, it don't matter" (684); when he comes to court to 
defend himself later, he appears wearing an open-necked sport shirt, 
khaki pants, and hiking shoes instead of his expensive tailor-made 
suits (687). With these contrastive alterations in Sherman's 
behavior, language, and dress, Wolfe reveals far more than a mere 
"bonfire of the vanities." Rather, by showing us the effects of society 
on the self, he reveals the limits of narcissism.

Pennsylvania State University Leonard Mustazza

N otes

1. *Tm a journalist at heart; even as a novelist. I'm first of all a journalist," 
Wolfe said in an interview with Time magazine. "1 think all novels should be 
journalism to start, and if you can ascend from that plateau to some 
marvelous altitude, terriflc. I really don't think it's possible to understand the 
individual without understanding the society" ("Master of His Universe" 92). 
His reputation as a journalist, however much he cherishes it, has led 
numerous reviewers to take him less than seriously as a writer of fiction. 
Time's review of the book suggests that to call Bonfire Wolfe's first novel is 
"to make a distinction without too much difference. The ingeniously rigged 
plot is clearly fictional, but the details of New York City life, high and low, leap 
from the legman's notebook" (Sheppard 101). Likewise, The New Republic 
says that the book "may well be definitive journalism. Perhaps that's what its 
author was glad to settle for" (Rich 46).

2. In the interview with Time, Wolfe freely admits that writers like 
Dickens, Balzac, and Zola were indeed his models. "Particularly Zola. It's 
the idea of the novelist putting the individual in the setting of society at large 
and realizing the pressure society exerts on the individual. This is something 
that has been lost over the past 40 years in the American novel" ("Master of 
His Universe" 92). Moreover, like many of the nineteenth-century works he 
admires. Bonfire was originally published in serial form, Wolfe had once 
considered titling the work Vanity Fair as a tribute to Thackeray's great 
novel.

3. In his best-known essay, "The Me Decade and the Third Great 
Awakening," Wolfe argues that the economic boom following World War II 
was responsible for changing the nature of the American class system. "It
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has pumped money into every class of the population on a scale without 
parallel in any country in history. True, nothing has solved the plight of those 
at the very bottom, the chronically unemployed of the slums" (136). These 
observations still apply to the '80's, though, curiously, the lower classes do not 
remain immune from narcissism in the "Purple D^ade," as reflected in this 
novel.. An instance of this is seen when Roland Auburn, a drug dealer and 
one of the young men involved in the assault in the Bronx, refuses to testify 
before the Grand Jury, even at the risk of losing his immunity from 
prosecution, if he must leave jail wearing leather shoes rather than his white 
Reebok sneakers, thus incurring the scorn of his jailhouse peers (629). In 
some ways, Wolfe suggests, the narcissism of the lower and upper classes are 
comparable.

4. Oddly enough, Wolfe himself rejects the tag of satirist. "In my mind, I 
was never satirizing anybody. My intention, my hope, was always to get 
inside of these people, inside their central nervous systems, and present their 
experiences in print from the inside. That can come out seeming like satire 
in some cases where people are leading wacky enough lives" (Mewbom 218). 
Neverthless, most commentators do find the work intentionally satirical. 
Newsweek even goes so far as to call him "a caricaturist of the first order. . 
.with a child's honesty and love of exaggeration," a "maestro of savage hilarity 
and a moralist under the skin" (Lehman 84).

5. All pages references to The Bonfire of the Vanities are to the Bantam 
edition.

6. Lasch suggests that the narcissist makes a successful living 
manipulating others but lacks interest in craftsmanship (45). Wolfe here 
uses Campbell McCoy's naive demands to know what her father "makes" or 
"builds" to reveal these narcissistic traits in Sherman.

7. In fact, the media and politics are inextricably wedded in the culture
of narcissism, according to Lasch: "Success in our society has to be ratified 
by publicity . . . .  All politics becomes a form of spectacle. . . .  The modern 
prince does not care that 'there's a job to be done'—the slogan of American 
capitalism at an earlier and more enterprising stage of its development; what 
interests him is that the 'relevant audiences'. . .  have to be cajoled, won over, 
seduced___ Impressions overshadow achievements" (60).
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Like A Prayer: Female Desire 
and Representation in the 

Music and Image of Madonna
Following a decade of her popularity. Madonna's Blonde 

Ambition tour, hotly contested video "Justify My Love," and the much 
discussed concert film. Truth or Dare, continue to cast her in the 
limelight, demonstrating that she remains a significant figure in the 
music world, with the emphasis on "sign." From the beginning 
Madonna's evocation of sexuality was intentional. She was quoted as 
saying that "a lot of what I am about is just expressing sexual desire 
and not really caring what people think about it" (Worrell, 81). 
Following the dispute over "Justify My Love" with MTV, she
proclaim^, "These fantasies and thoughts exist in every person----- I
think the video is romantic and loving and has humor" (Holden, 
Cl 3). Of course. Madonna's mimed laugh at the end of the video has 
prompted a few critics to question whether the publicity-hungry star 
is laughing at fans crazy enough to spend ten dollars to purchase a 
video, banned by the only agency likely to air it. However, such 
textual and contextual ambiguity has become a trademark of 
Madonna's work, making her difficult to assess, and her antics nearly 
impossible to pin down. Far from proposing any definitive analysis of 
her work though, I want to identify her strategies of appropriation, 
blurring, and saturation, which allow her to take a position as a 
desiring subject vis-a-vis the culturally sexualized female body that 
she uses, not only as her canvas—as western culture has always used 
the female body—but also as her pen.

In This Sex Which Is Not One. Luce Irigaray characterizes 
the condition of female pleasure within western culture as "what is 
most strictly forbidden" (77), signifying "the greatest threat of all to 
masculine discourse, representjing] its most irreducible 'exteriority,' or 
exterritoriality'" (157). Certainly, western philosophy and 
psychoanalysis have usually portrayed female sexuality as a mirror 
image of the male. Further, Teresa de Lauretis submits that this 
identification as the reflection of male desire forces women to 
function, in classical narrative, as the "topos" upon which the hero, 
always identified as a male subject, inscribes himself. In this way.
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the "contradiction of women in language," arises as women "attempt 
to speak as subjects of discourses which negate or objectify" them, 
discourses for which they are not inscribers or subjects, but conquered 
territory; their bodies, the ledgers upon which another's desire is 
forged, both sexually and ideologically (1987, 127). The ritualistic 
discourse of rock'n roll is no exception for, as Simon Frith points out in 
"Rock and Sexuality," it may have liberated women to be more 
sexual; however, it continued to cast female sexuality in the same 
terms, that of serving and reflecting male desire (230-31). Not 
expected to play instruments or to write songs, female rockers have 
clearly been the object of a male gaze; their bodies, traditionally 
inscribed and appropriated to male sexual fantasies, obscure or 
marginalize their own desire.

In the 80's, women like Annie Lennox of the Eurythemics 
began to use their bodies in "instrumental" ways, by creating an 
androgynous appearance before the video cameras (Marsh, 160). To 
escape the gaze or the confinement to the prescription of Woman,^ 
these female rockers renounced the feminized model and imitated 
tough male talk and gesture. Despite appropriation of the male 
"look," Frank Oglesbee argues that female rockers, Lennox and 
Benetar, become female "heroes" in the narrative tradition^ usually 
reserved for men alone by charting new territory in their material 
that is decidedly female (172-79). Nonetheless, embracing tough- 
minded masculinized images has distinct problems for women. Not 
only does it imply a certain acceptance and incorporation of those 
tough guy values—values which women often find themselves in 
conflict with-it also places women in the compromising position of 
lack, where, once again, impossibly emulating what they can never 
be—a man, a hero, an inscriber—they end up signifying the 
repudiation of their own. female bodies. Thus, even today, most 
catalogs of 'serious' rock performers are apt to contain only a handful 
of female performers.

In this way, if a woman is to reject the ideology already 
written upon her body, which objectifies and obliterates her as a 
subject, she may also find herself rejecting that body to which the 
ideology is so inextricably tied. Finding it impossible to reject or 
embrace either, she remains in contradiction. For this reason, de 
Lauretis claims that the feminist subject remains "inside and outside 
of the ideology of gender all at once" (1987, 114), and, by extension.
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psychologically inside/outside the body that so precisely defines her 
within that discourse.

Yet, women in western culture have occasionally exploited 
this hysterical condition as a means of articulating their desire. 
According to Helene Cixous, the hysteric creates a resistance reserve 
with her body as "all of her passes into her voice, and it's with her 
body that she vitally supports the logic of her speech" (881). Her 
body then becomes the instrument by which she negotiates the 
contradiction of her desire in symbolic discourse and registers her own 
desire over her already culturally-inscribed body. This state of 
affairs underscores the serious stake a woman artist has and will 
continue to have in the discourse of the female body.

It is hardly surprising to note that the arena women rockers 
have often dominated has been that of dance music. However, as 
Susan McClary explains, a dichotomized "mind/body-- 
masculine/feminine problem places dance decisively on the side of 
the 'feminine' body rather than with the objective 'masculine' 
intellect. . .  [causing] dance music in general. . .  [to be] dismissed by 
music critics-even by 'serious' rock critics" (5). To be taken seriously, 
to be noticed at all, the female artist must bridge the gap between the 
important use of the body and the privileged masculine use of reason. 
Into this arena of merging signifyers. Madonna, like the hysteric, 
makes her move.

First of all, her reappropriation of the female body for 
herself from its exclusive service to male desire occurs as she imitates 
the graven images of women from the past and reconstructs the 
contexts from which these images exert control over women. The rock 
video is not incidental to her success since it is a medium which, 
according to E. Ann Kaplan, assumes a "decentered spectator" (1986, 
114) rather than the traditionally male one. In her discussion of the 
Madonna video "Material Girl," Kaplin shows that the video 
refuses to allow the young actress to be confined by the desire of her 
director~and perhaps the desire of the audience~"by unbalancing 
the relations between framing story and performance story" whereby 
the non-materialistic actress is contested by her appropriated 
cinematic image of Mariljm Monroe, the ultimate material girl (1987, 
244). According to Kaplan, the video's display of postmodern 
pastiche blurs the narrative lines so that neither position gains a 
more privileged place over the other.
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However, Kaplan stops short of discussing the historical 
context from which the narratives are derived and the one in which 
they are presented, thereby understating the feminist power of the 
video. Both narratives occur against the backdrop of viewer/Iistener 
expectations in a long-standing narrative tradition. First of all, the 
two narrative lines represent traditional paths for women—that of 
love (the madonna choice) or money (the whore choice). In fact, the 
"Material Girl" landed on music charts just as the United States 
began institutionalizing what many have come to call the 
"feminization" of poverty. Increasingly for women in America, to 
choose love means to choose its inevitable consequence, poverty. 
While forced to rely on men for economic health-is it still only 62 
cents to every dollar a man makes?—women are never supposed to 
acknowledge that economics enters the equation when choosing a 
partner. Here is a sacred prescription as old as capitalism itself, a 
narrative posited for women by men who want to be loved in spite of 
the power they hold over women and without fear of having to 
relinquish that power.

Indeed through the pastiche. Madonna refuses to endorse the 
love-over-money narrative and permits the video's most accurate 
representation of the lyrics to obtain greater weight. Moreover 
though, the commodification of men suggested by the lyrics represents 
a reversal of the terms upon which our culture is based: the exchange 
of women (Irigaray, 84). The balance between the two narratives is 
nnaintained, when, in the song's last stanza, the material girl laments 
that "Experience has made me rich/ And now [the men]'re after me" 
("Material Girl," Like A Virgin). This involution implicates the 
poor director's desire as he ushers the non-nnaterial girl into his truck. 
Yet, once seated in his truck, she turns her body away from him and 
the standard oppositions he unites under the last stanza.

While the pastiche may not take a definite position toward 
the oppositions offered, it hardly fails to take a stand against the 
polarization which demands the elimination of any one of the terms. 
Alone, neither position is viable for women as it completely excludes 
the other. Inde^ such a refusal is a departure from the requirements 
constructed by this traditional narrative. Here the two valorized 
images of Wontan are both playfully embraced. Women recognize 
the choice (madonna or whore) presented to them and the selection 
they are expected-in fact, required—to nrtake. The appropriation of



_Like_A^Pra^CT 23

both images, far from being a non-position, is in itself a powerful 
political assertion against an economy of psychological amputation. 
If men (and women) are to be loved without reference to their 
economic status, they must relinquish the economic tyranny they hold 
over those they oppress, otherwise the choice, as the video 
indicates, is unacceptable.

Madonna's video work has been unquestionably important to 
her success in yet another way. "MTV constantly comments upon the 
self in relation to the image (especially the TV image) to the extent 
that this commentary can be seen as its main 'content'" (Kaplan, 1987, 
247). It is the blurring of sexual and psychological boundaries which 
Lisa Lewis identifies as making MTV especially conducive to female 
address, in such videos as Madonna's "Borderline,” where a female 
protagonist invades traditionally male-dominated spaces while 
validating formerly denigrated female ones (8-9).

In another work. Madonna emulates the male subject-cross 
dressing, grabbing her crotch-yet, by never completely relinquishing 
the female persona, she manages to absorb into the traditionally 
inscribed body all the excess of power formerly reserved for men. An 
example is the song "Cry Baby" from the I'm Breathless album. 
Actually, the entire album is a rendering of the 20's images of women: 
dumb blondes, power-hungry vamps, or flappers. "Cry Baby" depicts 
the singer's annoyance at her lover's emotionalism. The "cry baby, 
boy" dashes off to the bathroom, unable to hear even so much as a 
sentintental tune without breaking down. Toward the end of the song, 
the background hums with the miserable weeping of the supposed 
boyfriend (obviously Madonna's lower voice register) until the singer 
demands "knock it off, please!" and the crying finally remits.

Clearly the song stakes out its gendered terrain since the 
complaint is a familiar male lament about women who behave 
precisely the way the "baby" of the song does. As the coquettish 
fenaale vocalist becomes more and more exasperated, she remarks 
that her "baby" is "worse than Betty Sue," worse, that is, than a 
woman. The spoof is achieved through the inversion of gender roles. 
Madonna creates a breach in the customary male complaint by 
generating it from the small, child like female voice. By ending the 
song with the conciliatory "thank you,” she further underscores the 
playfulness of the complaint against the lush excess and sensuality of 
the weeping. The song delicately deconstructs the traditional male
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machismo as the female emotionalism gains renewed strength from 
the lower musical register and its association with the male lover.

A key to the reversal here is the humor by which Madonha 
suggests images in surprising and unexpected combinations. Irigaray 
points out that the mimicry of the hysteric is a subversive strategy 
useful to women in breaking away from the confines of language; 
laughter is "the first form of liberation from secular oppression. Isn't 
the phallic tantamount to the seriousness of meaning?" (163). And 
according to Deleuze and Parnet, humor "constitutes a complete 
bilingual system within the same language" (68-69) by allowing 
signifiers to spill into one another, dislocating and re-locating 
meaning.

One example of such an alternate language system occurs in 
the rendering of the song "Like A Virgin." In her book about the 
narrative strategies of women writers, Molly Hite explains that 
Shug's pronouncement in The Color Purple that Celie is still a virgin 
because she has not yet known sexual pleasure, redefines the notion of 
virginity from its "patriarchal control of women's bodies . . . [by] 
making the woman's own response the index of her experience" (117). 
Similarly, in the hit song. Madonna pronounces that, despite past 
sexual experience, she now feels "touched for the very first time" 
(Like A Virgin). With characteristic blurring, however, she muddles 
the powerful virgin-bride prescription by donning a Boy Toy belt and 
basldng in sexual awareness. On the Blonde Ambition tour. Madonna 
raised an even greater furor with this particular number. Two male 
dancers, adorned with cone-shaped "breasts," flanked Madonna as 
she lay across a bed, simulating nuisturbation and producing an even 
more provocative complexion to the brazen lyrics where the act of 
pleasure is entirely disconnected from the male or his organ, and the 
"index" of the woman's experience is not only her response but her 
power to create pleasure for herself. Here, both the notion of 
virginity and that of pleasure are reconstructed.

Indeed, one of the many criticisms of Madonna seems to be her 
inability to hold to a particular meaning for long. On the Who's That 
Girl tour. Madonna declared, "I play a lot of characters . . . .  And I'm 
not like any of them. I'm all of them. I'm none of them" (Gilmore, 
88). Further McClaiy remarks that "the strategies of Madonna's 
songs are those of one who has radically conflicting subject positions" 
(McClary 12). Along this same line, the album Like A Prayer pushes
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to the fore the issue of female desire via a musical saturation of 
female experience. One song on the album admonishes a woman to 
leave her lover if he refuses to open up and express how he feels—the 
video shows her chained to the bed, one of many oppressed figures in 
the video. "Till Death Do Us Part" describes a dysfunctional 
relationship in which the woman leaves and, in a textual move from 
first person to third person point of view—here again, de Lauretis* 
model of the female subject both inside and outside appears textually 
confirmed—the woman Imows she'll return for a chance to "start it all 
again." The album depicts women as mothers, daughters, lovers, 
artists, dreamers at varying levels of control over their realities, yet 
with no hierarchy of valid positions; rather, none is fully endorsed, 
valorized, or censured. Instead, the saturation of images tends to 
liquefy the restraints in which women are usually allowed to place 
themselves and their desires. Multiplicity is an effective strategy 
for escaping dualism and territoriality (Deleuze and Pamet, 132). 
Since women do not experience life as singular, but rather in 
contradiction, they form perspectives that reflect multiplicity, that 
defy categories and refute territorial interests. Madonna confounds 
dualism by not only blurring the dualistic formations, but also 
breaking them up into multiple configurations.

Certainly it is with sexual identity itself—who desires what 
and whom-that Madonna finds her favorite metaphor for shattering 
dualism, turning "sexual identity into a kind of play" (McClary, 13). 
The much disputed video, "Justify My Love," is a case in point. The 
video, banned by MTV, teases and frustrates gender and time 
distinctions. Narrative at times, and non-narrative at other times, 
the video develops a dream-like movement with overlapping images 
precisely cut and inter-cut throughout. The opening sequence features 
an exhausted Madonna dragging a suitcase down a narrow hallway, 
then stopping to rest on the floor amidst the swift flashes of seductive 
but de-gendered figures framed by doorways and vertical lines. The 
cuts from figure to figure, from couple to couple, are instantaneous and 
provocative, occasionally incorporating pans through and around the 
various rooms. There are some definitely gendered figures—that of 
Madonna, that of the male lover—however, there is a conspicuous 
play at masking and obscuring gender and gender relations. 
Mustached feminized figures, and mascara-lined masculinized ones 
flit in and out. The simulation of lovemaking is voyeuristic (both
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Madonna and the male lover frequently looking on), cross-sexual, and 
despite the breathy and seductive lyrics ("you put this in me"), non 
explicit. The sequence that brings an end to the video and generates 
Madonna's extended silent laugh presents two mirrored, feminine 
figures touching up their drawn-on mustaches. The giggle Madonna 
mimes begins as she looks upon their degendered faces. A cut shows 
her returning down the narrow hall, a la trenchcoat and suitcase, no 
longer weary, but laughing at the wonderful mix of transgressed 
taboos she has been privy to as dreamer, viewer, and participant. 
Conspicuously absent throughout the black and white video are 
boundaries, distinct representative organs, or the clear delineation of 
past/present, female/male, and reality/fantasy. Visually there are 
surprising alterations in the field and ground, such as when the 
mustached figures break apart to reveal the laughing Madonna just 
behind them. The song's refrain to "Justify my love" ends with an 
overlap of the audio material in visual representation: "Poor is the 
man/ whose pleasures depend/ on the permission of another" 
("Justify My Love").

In discussing the implications of the oedipal myth to the 
structure of narrative, de Lauretis claims that the nature of Oedipus' 
crime in the Greek myth is that "in committing regicide, patricide, 
and incest, [Oedipus] has become 'the slayer of distinctions,' has 
absorbed difference and thus contravened the mythical order" (1984, 
119). Jessica Benjamin further suggests that it is the initial formation 
of gender polarity, rooted in the repudiation of femininity during the 
oedipal phase of psychic development, that underlies all the ntany 
polarities endemic to our culture—independence/dependence, 
strength/weakness, etc. (172). Given the politics of difference 
relegated by the oedipus narrative, and the gender polarizations 
essential to that schema, it is not surprising that MTV would find the 
"Justify" video too hot to handle. Totally dispensing with such 
distinctions is a serious breach of capitalistic protocol, even for MTV.

Benjamin proposes that "the changing social relations of 
gender have given us a glim[>se of another world, of a space in which 
each sex can play the other and so accept difference by making it 
familiar" (169). However, to posit such a configuration is to be a 
"traitor to the world of dominant significations" (Deleuze and 
Pamet, 41), because breaking up gender^ images tampers with the 
entire structure of discourse and culture. Madonna reclaims her female
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body from objectification, through the appropriation, blurring, and 
multiplication of selves. In so doing, she is "jumbling the order of 
space, disorienting i t , . . .  emptying structures and turning propriety 
upside down" (Cixous, 887) or, to use her own words, "causing a 
commotion" (True Blue).

Ohio State University 

N otes

Grace A. Epstein

1. Irigaray uses this term to designate the cultural abstraction of woman.
2. Oglesbee selects C)mdi Lauper over Madonna as a "female hero" and, 

in the early 80's when Oglesbee wrote his analysis. Madonna may have 
appeared more traditionally feminized. However, I hope to indicate that 
Madonna embodies his notion of subjectivity far better than Lauper.
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Batman; Americana 
with a Twist—

American Gothic Revisited
In the 1989 film Batman, the Joker, arch-villain, playacts for 

a moment as the Wicked Witch of the West: "I'm melting!" he cries 
after Vicki Vale douses him with a bucket of water. An interesting 
exercise in cultural triangulation results. A troublesome half-century 
of American history separates the film Batman from its 1939 comic 
book original~the same year, interestingly, that MGM Studios 
gambled on a musical production of L. Frank Baum's The Wonderful 
Wizard of Oz. Vicki Vale is not Dorothy, nor is Joker the meltable, 
stagey witch, though they have in common a flair for entrances and 
exits--and, of course, in a tradition of great villains since Milton's 
Satan, Joker and the witch have the best lines. Nonetheless, cultural 
and imaginative links between the comic-book and the pair of films 
are intriguing and deserve attention. It can be argued that all three 
are fantasy texts and typical of American Gothic. Like other works in 
this genre, including texts by Hawthorne, Poe, Melville, O'Connor, 
Hawkes and West, they are parodic, subversive narratives whose 
fictional worlds mirror worlds not so fictional nor so far away. As 
Gothic texts, each interrogates the "real," calling into question the 
assumptions upon which that real world is constructed. In this essay I 
wish to consider how Batman, in particular, presents a satirical look 
at some essential American principles. The film offers an alternative 
reading to the political tradition authorized—and rhetorized—by 
America's foundational imaginative text, the Declaration of 
Independence.

Questions of ideology and a web of barely concealed social 
anxieties entangle the worlds of Oz and Gotham. Their respective 
fictions suggest that each era, in its own way, is taking a second (or 
third, or fourth) look at the terms "American" and "American Way." 
Joker doesn't so much wish revenge on Batman; rather, he wants to 
revenge himself on the system that makes Batman, the vigilante, 
possible. He wishes to reshape American polity and social practice. 
To this end he offers, quite literally as it turns out, to restyle the 
American self and to reconstruct the country's deeper sense of itself.
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The plot of Batman encodes questions of liberty and p>ower, of 
polity and social practice. The film interrogates the nature of history 
as Americans understand it, and history's probable conclusions as they 
imagine them. Finally, Dorothy, at least in the film version of 
Baum's tale, comes of age in the American Depression. She shares 
with Bruce Wayne a world whose dark, real edges are dimly visible 
beyond the outer limit of the filmic fantasy worlds. Behind and 
around the unraveling edges of Gotham's night world one glimpses a 
post-Enlightenment Republic struggling to make sense of its 
nightmares, while trying to distinguish them, if possible, from the 
real world of reasonable dreanns that gave them birth.

In The Spoken Seen; Film and the Romantic Imagination. 
Frank McConnell comments that "each era chooses the monster it 
deserves and projects" (p. 137). B atm an , under a mask of 
"entertainment," pro(>oses three possibilities of the monstrous, while 
leaving unanswered the question, who is the most monstrous—Joker, 
Batman, or perhaps that typically ambiguous product of American 
culture, Bruce Wayne? Entertainment, it must be remembered, is a 
public matter with political consequences. Never is it neutral, since 
ideology binds most completely when it is least visible and where its 
effects seem most distant. The vast market for ephemera and 
entertainment, euphemistically called "diversion," best demonstrates 
this. One wonders, just what it is we are being diverted from, and by 
whom? Let me return for a moment to Joker's off-hand parody of 
Baum's wicked witch. The time between the 1939 "Oz" and the 1989 
Batman is, indeed, a problematic era: a time of three, possibly four, 
major international conflicts. It is a time of wars employing 
previously unimaginable weapons and previously unthinkable 
military strategies. Meanwhile, closer to home, urban decay and 
national depression characterize public life in the United States. One 
could make a broad statement and say that during the era in question 
American citizenry endured a general collapse of the practice and 
ideology of being American. If internationally our political presence 
became suspect and domestically—well, look at Gotham City as 
portrayed in Batman. It may be just a movie set, but fantasy, though 
it may ignore the real world, doesn't forget it.

Joker's allusion to the witch purposely recalls the distance we 
have traveled from Baum's populist fairy tale. Gotham City is not 
Oz, though again, from another angle one sees that Gotham is
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precisely all that Oz is not. Gotham resembles a vision out o f  Dante. 
Anxious citizenry walk fearfully through dark and dirty streets; they 
clutch drinks in makeshift, outdoor shelters, or in crowded, noisy bars; 
they greedily scramble for dollars scattered by Joker shortly before 
he turns the gas on them and ends the party. Batman's symbolic 
landscape parodies the world of Oz, darkens and inverts its pastoral 
vision, subverts its mythology of being American. Standing at the 
base of Gotham's towering, yet empty, cathedral, we recognize that, 
clearly, we are not in Kansas any longer, if ever we really were in the 
first place.

In addition, the terror provoked by Joker is perhaps less 
"fantastic" than the witch's because he coheres more to our latter- 
day imaginations. The hastily convened committee of gangsters on 
the steps of City Hall appalls viewers more than the Oz's Wizard 
precisely because gangsters frequenting places of government is, alas, 
more routine, more everyday. It is a point worth remembering that 
Oz and Gotham are fictional constructions of the democratic 
imagination. One could forget this point, judging from the 
disproportionate distance separating "the little people"--as Joker 
calls them—from the forces and principalities that pass for 
governments. Government in Gotham and Oz consists of despotic forces 
who rule by coercion and illusion. Joker's condescending description of 
the people as "little" is apt, and terror is the latest duty in a culture 
where obedience to duty is a patriotic virtue. "Oz" and Batman were, 
respectively, book and comic before being translated into film, and as 
products of American literary culture they show the disparity 
between Walt Whitman's 19th century cosmic vision of the Republic 
and its present embodiment. Joker's tart dismissal of Gotham only 
underscores the point: "Nice people shouldn't live here. This city 
needs an enema." Where is Kansas, anyway?

II

In American Horrors Gregory Waller comments that recent 
horror films have "engaged in a sort of extended dramatization of and 
response to the major public events and newsworthy topics in 
American history" (p. 12). This is especially evident in Batman. 
which never ceases to remind viewers that fantasy is hardly to be 
distinguished from reality. Gotham's mayor resembles Ed Koch, and
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the city itself is certainly an outsider's unkind stereotype of 
Manhattan. Joker, who inspires "Gotham's shopping nightmare," 
leads a mock-Macy's Thanksgiving parade, complete with oversized 
balloons, through the city's midnight streets. Alternately gruesome 
and silly, the film manipulates its viewer's recognition of 
conventional American iconography, parodying its media-created 
desires for style and fashion while, at the same time, exacerbating 
fears of violent urban life. The cars, the fashions, the post-modern 
architectural excesses—all evoke a city of 1939, though the gloom 
they inspire is timeless: the year could be 1989 or even 2039. To 
expand on Waller's point. Batman locates the origin of the horrific, 
as Freud did, in the familiar and the near-at-home. Fantasy never 
escapes its tether to the real world from which it is construct^. The 
uncanny comes from within the confines of our quite homely 
imaginations, no nrtatter how defiantly we displace it onto worlds 
elsewhere. The film suggests that little separates the world we know 
as "American," a world created largely of rhetoric and debased 
religious moralism, from the most bizarre products of its horrific 
imagination. William Day, in In the Circles of Fear and Desire. 
observes that "the study of the Gothic illuminates the unbroken 
connections between our imaginative life and our economic, social and 
political life" (p. 191).

Beneath its antic frenzy, the Gothicism of Batman explores 
some enduring questions and tensions of the American psyche: What 
is the appropriate use of power in a democracy? How shall we define 
freedom? Is the law to be used conservatively, as a weapon 
supporting the status quo, or liberally, or as a revolutionary force for 
individual empowerment? These tensions cross and recross, 
amplifying what is perhaps a major sub-text of the film. Thus an 
unforeseen, additional irony attaches to the date of the film: 1989 is, 
of course, an historic date-a bicentennial of sorts, not perhaps for the 
Myth of America, but for its actual polity, since from 1789 we date our 
Constititional form of law. Can we, the film inquires, answer the 
charge that our political rhetoric and democratic mythologies 
resemble creations of fantasy more than they do any ideal world that 
might be remotely possible? Has the past betrayed us, and 
consequently, have we been abandoned by our future as well?

The questions Batman poses emerge out of the tradition of 
theological and philosophical inquiry into human possibilities
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initiated during the Enlightenment. The New World, precisely 
speaking, was to offer a "Novus Ordo"--a new order of polity, a new 
definition and construction of the state, one that would contrast the 
decay and dissolution of the Old World. Joker, however, evaluates 
the practical results of the New Order. Preparing to gas the crowds, 
he remarks, "Now it's time for me to relieve you, the little people, of 
the burden of your failed and useless lives." Joker betrays his 
promises to the people on the streets, but betrayal is commmonplace in 
Gotham. In Gotham personal relations fail—those of love as well as 
greed—and in general, institutional and philosophic relations fail. 
Democracy, the film suggests, is a bust, as outmoded and useless, as 
precious and effete as the busts in the museum through which Joker 
anarchically dances and spray-paints his way.

The Gothic implications of Batman should now be clearer. 
How a society treats its people and what possibilities exist for them 
depends upon how the society regards itself. The film opposes the 
fictional constructions customarily defined as "reality" over against 
another-or at least different-darkly fantastic world and asks us if 
we can tell the difference. In Perils of the Night DeLamotte argues:

Central (to Gothic literature] . . .  is the perception 
that the Gothic vision has from the beginning been 
focused steadily on social relations and social 
institutions and that its simultaneous focus on the 
most private demons of the pysche can never be 
separated from this persistent preoccupation with 
the social realities from which those demons . . .  take 
their shape (p. vii).

Observers of the American scene since Crevecoeur and de 
Tocqueville have alternately praised or villified the New World's 
democratic experiment. Batman contrasts America's favorite story 
about itself—the myth of its democratic origins and destinies— 
against the practical, often chaotic consequences of democratic 
principles in action. The film's sets carefully direct the viewer to 
predicted conclusions. The dty—"disquieting, forbidding, dangerous" 
(Newsweek, p. 72)—is a place where darkness itself casts the only 
light, and Gotham is surely a far cry from John Winthrop's beacon 
like city on a hill. The empty cathedral forces viewers to recognize
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the disparity between mythical American origins and their practical 
fate.

Arguably, America's greatest invention is political rather 
than technological, consisting of the philosophical discourse of the 
Self and the governmental apparatus to support it. It is precisely 
here that Joker becomes more than a clown and his threat more than 
skin deep. Joker represents a culture in crisis; he capitalizes on the 
fears of people who don't know who they are or where they are, a loss 
of self evident in the crowds' anonymous violence and greed. The 
image of Joker's mouth and lips-open, either to laugh or perhaps to 
consume—reflects how the transcendental Self of Emerson and 
Thoreau's transcendental Self, in touch with the entire cosmos, has 
been redefined as a marketing commodity in touch with consumer 
surveys. Abandoning Emerson to the history books, American culture 
no longer studies the self or imagines its philosophic possibilities; 
instead its dtizeirs package, image and sell self-reliance in cans and 
bottles. Joker, after all, threatens to give Americans exactly what 
media and advertisements say they should have, a self made in the 
image of everybody else, a personality rescued from the burdens of 
individuality and history.

Joker reveals the vacuity of American social thinking by 
turning its billboard promises into a mirror; what one sees, then, is a 
frenzi^ search for individuality through the pursuit of anonymous, 
personality-Iess style. But Joker is right; style is what everyone 
wears when they don't wish to be seen as themselves. For this reason 
Gotham, and the culture that supports it, is in crisis. Style, as Joker 
makes dear, is an image, a mask, not too different in its own way from 
the variety of masks worn in Gotham. Everyone in this film either 
wears a mask or lives one: the governing class of the city, the police, 
the Joker's victims—even Batman himself is masked, his 
individuality as well as his body buttressed and protected by plastic 
and metal. Joker's revised idea of beauty, of course, is hardly more 
than homogeneity and conformity. The movie wonderfully parodies 
American consumer aesthetics in which the truly unique and "of the 
moment" is completely and slavishly conventional, a manufactured 
face, indistinguishable from others like it.

For this reason the Joker is more than ordinarily villainous, 
and why Batman is a horror film rather than a conventional 
Whodunit. Joker invites Gotham's citizens-and ourselves, as well-
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to accept the anarchy of our own occasionally horrific, but disowned, 
desires. Permitting desires that have been silenced to have voice is 
always dangerous, and perhaps never more so than when people have 
lost the ability to separate dream from nightmare from reality. He 
threatens to give us exactly what we want, offering us an escape from 
the fear of being different. It is no accident either that Joker exploits 
the major diversions of the culture-TV and the cosmetic industry, or 
that greed and fear are his principal weapons. The uniquely 
American self, once secure in theological and social hierarchies, equal 
under God and before the law, becomes, in Joker's hands, revealed as 
what it is—hungry, cosmetic, manufactured, empty, in a culture where 
style is the new metaphysic, and consumption, the real-life version of 
our vampire-full cinema life, is the new virtue.

Ill

Gothic texts maintain connection with a real world while leading 
us deeper into the darkness of a different fiction. In Redefining the 
American Gothic. Louis S. Gross argues that:

[the Gothic] vision of a world of darkness, terror, 
oppression, and perversity, seemingly so alien from 
the rational bias of the Founding Fathers, is as 
pervasive in our national consciousness as its daylight 
opposite. The texts Americans have traditionally 
viewed as the reflection of national identity—the 
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution- 
have their counter images—images in the long line of 
Gothic texts that show the land, people, and 
institutions of this country as participants in the 
nightmare of history (p. 89).

Batman and Joker double and mimic each other throughout 
the film; it is no surprise, finally, that both equally subvert the 
institution, exposing society's assurances to be illusory. Democracy, 
they imply, is little more than a mask, a hood, a role, and not what it 
seems. Batman acts, he would have Vicki Vale believe, in society's 
best interest, though even he sometimes suspects otherwise. The 
Joker, on the other hand, translates "seir into "Ego" and wishes
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merely to redefine Gotham's society as an extension of himself. 
Batman and the Joker make room for the individual only by 
dispensing with democratic presuppositions entirely, thus raising a 
question as old as Hawthorne about the efficacy of democracy. The 
film reaches its climax in the tower of the "exploded Gothic" 
cathedral. Gotham's riot of aggressive, outsized architecture, 
presided over by the abandoned cavernous cathedral, visibly 
witnesses the collapse of law and social organization that is Gotham. 
Gotham's aesthetic chaos is emblematic of a culture in which all 
principles of organization, religious or civil, have been abandoned, 
perhaps forgotten, or maybe never understood in the first place. The 
vacant, dusty husk of a cathedral, in which Joker and Batman 
ultimately square off, perfectly describes the collapse of metaphysics 
that makes them possible, and perhaps even necessary, in the first 
place. Their fight is anarchic, apocalyptic, signaling the death of 
law, religious and civil, because of the death of the individual. 
Gotham is doubly silent: the bell-less cathedral on the one hand, the 
inarticulate City Hall on the other. The answer Batnnan and Joker 
pose to the dilemma of the Republic is a grim one. Only facing death 
are they truly equal.

In its European origins the Gothic traditionally encoded the 
protest by the powerless of society against institutional forms of 
repression and oppression. In a similar manner American Gothic texts 
and films continue a dialogue with the visionary theological 
tradition from which they emerge; they embody the contradictions of 
an antinomian people who idolize laws that they nonetheless rarely 
wish to obey. In Batman one can read the anxieties of a very old 
Republic—a republic that is, in some ways, still very young. Gotham 
celebrates its 200th anniversary; its general decay demonstrates the 
weight of failed tradition. Its people smother in their own passivity, 
prey to the morass of religious and civil laws represent^ by the 
moldering city. Outside City Hall, a pair of statues briefly evident 
in the opening scenes of the film epitomize the burdens the people 
carry: human figures labor, bent double beneath the heavy weight of 
unwieldy globes. Bruce Wayne, finally, embodies the contradictions 
of a democracy that has sold itself to capitalism. Wayne can do 
what the little people cannot—he can buy power, and thus buy 
privacy, the all-important privilege of the rich. Thus, he can wrest 
individuality from the amorphousness and undifferentiated life
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around him. He is socially aware, one of the people, an established 
force of the good and the right Nonetheless, rich and independent as 
he is, Wayne also has power to do what he knows, and in this the 
final danger of democracy lies. Joker, remember, is intelligent, and an 
artist. Would Plato let either be king?

Justice in Gotham is baroque and unworkable, as it is in the 
world dimly visible beyond Gotham. The fictional premises of the 
film matches a widespread general perception--not always 
inaccurate—that a democratic society is paralyzed by a theoretical 
justice that traps the innocent while making it easy for the guilty to 
escape. For us as viewers. Batman's violence relieves our frustration 
and diffuses our need to be violent. We can watch the film and feel 
that justice has been served-if not actually "met." Having seen the 
film we can return more or less agreeably to the many injustices that 
constitute our life. Batman offers another look at the "American 
Pastoral," and demands a reexamination of the utopic vision of the 
Declaration of Independence. In the pursuit of happiness, indeed, has 
a countiy taken leave of its soul? Has the United States replaced a 
secular or religious metaphysic with a metaphysics of style? The 
film invites its viewers, as Huck would suggest in another text and in 
a different genre, to head for the "territory"-the place without city 
and culture, from the perspective of that impossible place, to rethink 
the problem of the City of Man that has forgotten the City of God. 
But that, precisely is where we cannot go. Even Dorothy came to see 
that.

Georgetown University 
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Robin Hood*s 
Pervading Faith

This paper was planned as an overview o f the characteristics 
of American life today as they are hinted at in the reviews of the 
sunrunertinte 1991 release Robin Hood; Prince of Thieves.

A film designed around such a popular legend and built itself 
to be rewardingly popular, 1 hypothesized, could well cause 
thoughtful viewers to compare and contrast the types of lives lived in 
the middle ages and today. The ideas they developed might well 
throw light on the culture in which we live, or at least on the nature 
of that culture as it is perceived by movie critics. For want of a better 
suggestion from me, the organizers of this conference called my talk 
"Critics on Robin Hood."

But, now that 1 have read the reviews appearing in 23 of the 
newspapers serving about half of the largest metropolitan areas in 
the country, I find that my hopeful hypothesis was invalid. The 
critics do not throw much light on American culture today, though 
what they d^ write does address broad cultural considerations.

Other than the elements on which reviewers are expected to 
comment, most of their articles do address another reality; most often 
they call the film "politically correct." Bonnie Britton in The 
Indianapolis Star writes that the scriptwriters have "made some 
politically correct revisions, creating a black sidekick of the 
nobleman and turning Maid Marian into a feisty feminist." Candice 
Russell in the Fort Lauderdale Sun Sentinel agrees that Marian's 
"feisty feminist character is another departure that seems like a 
concession to the perceived sensibilities of the audience." Daniel 
Neman in The Richmond News Leader declaims, "This Robin Hood is 
decidedly a man for the '90s, and not the 1190s. Maid Marian is feisty 
and liberated; she is a dagger-packin' mama. Also, Robin makes 
friends with a Moor named Azeem, played by dignified Morgan 
Freeman. Azeem is a good and brave man, even though he is of a 
different color and religion, and his people are far ahead of white 
Europeans in matters of science and technology. Along with 
everything else, this movie is politically correct." In the Charlotte 
Observer Lawrence Toppman writes, "The introspective hero is 
accompanied by a sage black healer . . .  a no-nonsense, independent
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Lady Marian . . .  an alienated Will Scarlett just out of his teens . . . 
and a liberal Friar Tuck . . . . "  The Philadelphia Inquirer’s Desmond 
Ryan claims, "Costner's conscientious interpretation of the role . . . 
is politically correct enough to be retitled Dances with Beowulf. Hal 
Upper in the St. Petersburg Times concurs: "Costner is the New Ager's 
ideal, a politically correct, environmentally, morally correct Robin 
Hood." In The Houston Post Joe Leydon asserts, ""This clearly is a 
movie infused with a late 20th<entury sensibility-sexual as well as 
racial equality is championed by the good guys." John Hartl in The 
Seattle Times thinks the film's "midsection threatens to become 
revisionist in the most politically correct manner." Mitchell Diggs in 
the Birmingham Post-Herald also calls the film a "revisionist 
account." And Susan Stark in the Detroit News mentions the 
"politically correct account of Robin's friendship with Azeem."

Of course, the observed modernizations in the tale are more 
than just those which are politically correct. Ted Mahar in The 
Oregonian says, "Costner's Robin is thoughtful, beset by self-doubt 
and ridden by regret for his foolishness as a youth." Joanna Connors in 
The Plain Dealer adds that he's "driven by a father-son conflict." 
Rita Kempley is certain that "The story is essentially a fantasy 
about the redistribution of wealth and the failure of the trickle-down 
theory, and it is probably no coincidence that it has resurfaced at 
recession time." You could have guessed Ms. Kempley writes for The 
Washington Post. But I do not mean to be disdainful. I think she is 
correct.

Glenn Lovell in the San lose Mercury News is a bit less modish 
in his characterization of the film's revisions. "The New 'Robin 
Hood' is less about selfless deeds and protecting England from 
Richard's enemies than classic Freudian guilt, Satanic rituals, 
thirty-something angst and sibling rivalry. (You can throw in Celt- 
bashing for good measure.)"

Speaking for the critics who were especially unhappy with 
the film, the Columbus Dispatch's Frank Gabrenya cries, "Historical 
movies reflect the times in which they are made, but why did Robin 
H ood have to wallow in all the worst formulas of modern 
blockbusting?" And The Cincinnati Enquirer's Joe DeChick, 
particularly displeased by the film's violence, writes, "And in case 
anyone's unsure about what's passing for popular entertainment these 
days, one incomplete scorecard reads: Two vicious crotch kicks; a
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witch with a milky eye; same witch spitting hockers in dish and 
mixing with blood; an attempted rape played for laughs; servant's 
eyes plucked out; frequent bloodshed; stitching of facial wound; 
assorted sexual innuendos; a perpetually tanked Friar Tuck; and more 
people than we can count being impaled with arrows and stabbed 
with swords." I do not necessarily concur with any of the reviews 
quoted.

The Pittsburgh Press's Ed Blank asks some interesting 
questions: "Is it not possible to take anything seriously? Have we 
lightened up so much that we no longer draw any satisfaction from 
characters relating to each other in a realistic way? In looking for 
the joke in everything, are we really illuminating it or kissing off 
what it used to be?" In retrospect, I find those questions led me to the 
paper I now present, the one I have written from my own assessment of 
the film after realizing that what I hoped the reviewers would do 
for us, considering the task they are assigned, was more than they 
could fairly be asked to do.

I find that Robin Hood. Prince of Thieves is not what Ed 
Blank fears—does not "kiss o ff things of value—but is instead a film 
about faith. And my deduction is that it speaks for American culture 
in 1991.

We might expect to see the religiosity of the film in its 
treatment of the churchmen, and we do. In earlier film versions of the 
legend. Friar Tuck is rough, tough and careless of his vocation to a 
degree, but still a performer of religious rites. Often a contradictory 
figure, he will bless a fallen enemy after he has knocked him out. (In 
fact, if memory does not fail me. Friar Tuck is the least likely of 
Robin's men, in earlier versions, to deliver fatal strokes, more often 
hitting his adversaries over their helmeted heads.) In 1991's 
version. Friar Tuck is even more dedicated to his vocation. Granted 
he is a heavy drinker, in fact a lover of alcohol who implies that 
good drinking cleanses the soul, yet he is unfailingly attentive to his 
association with God, always doing his best, even when he is 
incorrect, to advance God's cause as he understands it.

Attempting to escape Robin when he first reawakens in 
Sherwood Forest, Tuck cries that he "is a braver, holier and wiser 
man" than Robin. After his initiation, he says, "Thank you. Lord, for 
teaching me humility." Robin shows him the camp. "Well, Tuck, are 
these not the meek of the earth. We are in need of an honest man to
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minister them. What say you. Friar?" And Tuck replies, "The Lord 
shows himself in mysterious ways. I accept." Later, 
characteristically, he thanks God for beer. But, when he ap>ologizes 
to the Moor Azeem for not trusting him to deliver a baby properly. 
Tuck declares, "Today the Lord has taught me a fine lesson that 
though I think I am godly, I know I am not worldly."

In earlier film versions, the bishop, a negative character in 
the legend, is seen, if seen at all, as intelligent and crafty, sometimes 
as a man who casts his lot with King John apparently to make the 
best of a bad time, perhaps to promote order in a chaotic situation. 
But the bishop in Costner's film is a nuin of no moral fiber at all; he is 
the Sheriff's henchman, neither particularly intelligent nor 
threatening in himself and, as hinted strongly by his implied 
dealings with the witch, a man of no Christian faith who uses his 
office solely for personal worldly gain. Nevertheless, the film 
emphasizes religiosity partly by showing the bishop saying Mass 
twice. He is a coward, a traitor and a thief, yet Robin and 
Nottingham first meet in the church and the churchman pleads, "On 
your souls, do not shed blood in the house of God."

Finally, the bishop meets his death at the hands of the friar 
after Tuck catches his superior gathering up gold to flee. "So, you sold 
your soul to the devil. Your Grace; you accused innocent men of 
witchcraft and let them die."

This emphasis on religion begins immediately after the 
credits. The screen brightens to a muezzin on a minaret calling the 
faithful to prayer. In a dungeon below, a prisoner is prodded to show 
"the courage of Allah." Those are the script's first spoken words. 
When Robin tries to part from the Moor, Azeem, whose life he has 
saved, he says, "Farewell, my friend, God speed you away." But 
Azeem replies, "Our way lies together with the speed of Allah." 
And when Robin tries to release Azeem from the vow to save Robin's 
life in return, the Moor responds, "Only Allah could do that." 
Obviously, the writers are trying to establish a theme.

Back in England, Robin's father rejects the Sheriff's plea to 
join with the barons in overthrowing the absent King Richard. Riding 
against the Sheriff's men to his death, Locksley shouts "God and 
King Richard."

In the next scene four months later when Robin comes ashore 
on his homeland, he throws himself on the sand and says, "Oh, thank
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you. Lord!" On their trek across the country to Robin's home, Azeem 
insists on facing east to pray, continuing to pray even as Robin is 
attacked by half a dozen armed men. Robin wins, saving the 
adolescent boy the men were chasing. The boy, on a rope around his 
neck, is wearing a large cross.

. When Robin and Azeem arrived at burned out Locksley Hall, 
they discover that Robin’s father was killed because of the trumped 
up charge that he was a worshipper of the devil. This is the same 
father who, as Robin recalls, told him that it was unwise to go on the 
crusade because it was "vanity to force other men to our religion." 
Robin buries his father, puts a cross at the head of his grave, and 
takes with him the jewel^ cross his father wore, swearing to avenge 
him. This cross plays major roles later on, first when Robin loses it to 
and regains it from Little John and later when the Sheriff gives it to 
Marian to claim that Robin is dead.

In the next scene, Robin's blind servant, not knowing that 
Azeem, his sole companion, is a moslem, curses Moors and Saracens for 
their ungodly ways.

The dead brother's ring Robin brings to Marian is in the shape 
of the cross of Lorraine.

When Robin demonstrates his ignorance of telescopes and 
Azeem asks him, "How did your uneducated kind ever take 
Jerusalem?" Robin replies "God knows."

It won't do to go through the entire script at this rate, but, 
more quickly, Marian attends Mass, gives alms to the poor, and prays 
at a chapel; Guy of Gisborne suggests a peasant "pray" for relief from 
hardship; Robin declares that they will "by God, take . . . back" 
what the Sheriff's men have stolen; those men are caught stealing a 
large cross from a priest and made to give it back; a peasant cries "God 
bless Robin Hood;" the windows in a treasure wagon are of an 
exaggerated cruciform; Azeem, finding Robin alive rather than dead, 
cries out "Christian!"; Marian wears a large cross during the last 
battle between Robin and the Sheriff; King Kchard and his men ride 
up wearing body length crosses on their costumes; and, finally, before 
an altar bearing a large newly made cross. Friar Tuck marries the 
happy couple with the words, "By the power vested in me by God’s 
holy church......."

And the theme of faith is also emphasized by contrast. The 
evil ones in the story are identified with darkness and anti-
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Christianity. First, the cruelties of the dungeon occur in flame- 
lighted darkness. Then, shortly before he is killed, Locksley writes 
another nobleman, "Dark forces plot against our absent king." And he 
rides to his death against robed and masked men holding torches in 
the darkness of the night.

Azeem's first reaction to England, just before the first 
encounter with the Sheriffs men, is, "Is there no sun in this cursed 
country?"

Marian is abducted by the Sheriffs men at night, and, in the 
same night, others of the Sheriffs men locate the forest hiding place 
of Robin's band.

Even though the Sheriff accused Locksley of worshipping 
Satan, it is Nottingham himself who employs the witch. She uses an 
altar in the Sheriffs private quarters, and the cross above it is hung 
upside down. When he is dead, we see his body from an angle which 
puts the upside down cross swinging above his head.

The legends mention religious things from time to time. In 
fact, the cousin who murders Robin Hood is a nun. But, as in the film, 
the world is assumed to be orderly. One day Robin sees a beggar 
approaching along the road and, thinking the beggar’s bag may be 
worth lightening, stops him and finally threatens him, even starting 
to set his arrow on the bowstring. Too quick for Robin, the beggar 
swings his heavy crab-stick down, laying Robin flat, makes a few 
appropriate remarks about wasting money on drink and about how 
Robin should get an honest job, and walks on. The tale warns against 
what can happen if a powerful leader is not restrained by good sense 
and a caring heart. Robin has gone too far down the economic classes 
to find fair game for his standard attack on overbearing privilege. 
Accosting this traveler, Robin apparently thinks, will be an 
adventure, and stealing his money an act without need of 
explanation; Robin will do this thing because he wants to. We know 
that Robin would never loose that shaft into the other's chest, but the 
beggar does not know that. Yet, getting the upper hand, the beggar 
pulls no knife; he doesn't even beat Robin with his stick. The folk 
tales assume the existence of an order in the world which gives 
beggars the courage of their convictions and allows them to stand up 
to armed strangers. In the film, Robin says, "If you truly believe in 
your hearts that you are free, then 1 say we can win." Even amateur
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warriors can win in an orderly world against enslaved men whose 
master flings himself megalomaniacally against that order.

In the Erroll Flynn version, viewers are constantly reminded 
that King John and the Sheriff of Nottingham are usurpers of the 
power rightly possessed by King Richard. There is, nevertheless, a 
grace and dignity about the behavior of the evil duo: their dinners 
are correct; they stage an orderly shooting contest to trap the hero.

The evil in the Costner film, on the other hand, is worked 
chiefly by a man who is always dangerous but sometimes absurd. Not 
the Hitler who bestrode Europe, he is the Hitler who frothed and 
threw himself on the floor and chewed rugs; he is the Khadafy or 
Saddam Hussein of popular American perceptions. Is this evidence 
that evil, for Americans, is conung to be seen as madness? Is the cool 
logic of the Cold War giving way to intuitional repulsion?

Hynn's Robin, in a time threatened by imminent world war, 
projects the faith that something above, in this case the King who is 
off fighting in a holy war for his notion of God, will eventually put 
things right. And when that King does return, he does more than 
approve Robin's behavior and loyalty; it is implied that he actually 
does re-establish order in his kingdom.

I see Costner’s film as much the same, but now the evil is more 
personal, partakes of the irrationality we sense in ourselves, is 
impulsively lecherous, loses its sense of humility, blames everyone 
else for its failures, and fails ultimately because it has lost touch 
with the valid powers abroad in the universe. This makes Robin 
Hood. Prince of Thieves more a cousin to Star Wars with its 
deliberate emphasis on "the Force" than to Raiders of the Lost Ark. 
after which the writers deliberately patterned it, with its emphasis 
on the dark mystery of an avenging Deity.

Politically correct this film certainly is, but I find that its 
more strongly emphasized message is that religious belief offers an 
effective counter to the trouble disorderly humans create in our world. 
In this way, the film seems a faithful descendant of the legend of 
Robert of Locksley hundreds of people have retold through the 
centuries. The 1991 film is, it seems to me, one more piece of evidence 
to support the widely held hypothesis, one that I too believe, that 
the culture of this country is cycling back toward a reliance on more 
traditional beliefs and values.
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Before ending I must add one further thought bom of the need 
to view Robin Hood. Prince of Thieves more than once. Reading the 23 
reviews, I found myself, remembering the film from the theater, 
agreeing with the most negative of them. Then, purchasing the video 
and seeing the film again, I found myself noting the various elements 
most emphasized by the reviewers, the directing and acting in 
particular. I found, to my surprise, that Costner's lighter midwestem 
voice seemed not so unsuitable-not all leaders are baritones, that the 
directing was more focused and effective than I had remembered, that 
the Sheriff was not allowed to go beserk or become too silly to 
engender fear, and that, on the whole, I enjoyed the film far more 
than when viewing it for the first time. I conclude that movies may 
be being changed in a way not heretofore recognized: knowing their 
films will be seen far more often on VCRs than on theater screens, 
makers of films are taking chances producing films that they know, 
subconsciously if not consciously, nuiy play more poorly the first time 
because of elements which will help them play better on subsequent 
viewings. If this is correct, films are entering another major stage in 
their development.

University of Dayton Frank Henninger



The Transformation 
of Mad Max: Reluctant Savior 

a Devastated Landscapein
The recent cult films Mad Max. Mad Max: The Road Warrior. 

and Mad Max; Beyond Thunderdome. can be viewed from two angles: 
first, the usage of children in each film; and second, the progression of 
the character and actions of Mad Max, as he is acted upon and 
transformed by the presence and function of children in each of the 
three plots.

The background to the story line is a world devastated by a 
nuclear holocaust in the recent past. The reasons for the war and the 
identity of the antagonists are not given. The survivors are 
attempting to cariy on, as nearly as possible approximating the life of 
the past. The past, however, is dead, as is, one would think, the 
land. Therefore, there seems to be no future, only a bleak, sterile, and 
brutalized present. Hence the disappearance of children (or, more 
accurately, a child) in the first film. The reappearance of children in 
the second and third films represents, respectively, both the 
apparent death of the planet, an abyss of despair, and the beginnings 
of hope again. The gradual re-emergence of optimism in Max 
throughout the progression of the films represents hope for the human 
race. He begins as an ordinary man, and becomes nutd in both senses of 
the word: murderously angry at his losses, and driven to the brink of 
insanity by later events.

In the first of these post-Armageddon films, there is one 
child—Max’s son—who along with his mother is deliberately struck 
and killed by a brutal and crazed gang of bikers. The second film. 
Road Warrior, features a number of children living with adults in a 
barricaded desert oil refinery under siege by another brutal and 
vicious gang. One child, however, is the focus of a peculiar, wordless 
and touching relationship with Max—a semi-wild mute known as the 
Feral Kid. In the most recent (third) film. Beyond Thunderdome. Max 
is saved by a group of children (who are the survivors of a plane crash 
years earlier), and he, in turn, is of service to them.

In Mad Max. Max Rockatanski is a simplistically portrayed, 
pure-hearted policeman. He is a member of the Mobile Force Patrol
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unit, a post-nuclear-war arm of the law that deals with the savage 
gangs now marauding the countryside, looting, maiming, raping, and 
killing innocent citizens. Max's "mates" in the MFP are all noble and 
upstanding, if necessarily brutal in their police work. Max is the 
MFP's "top pursuit man." Idyllically married, with a two-year-old 
child, he is on the verge of "quitting the road," because he is sick of 
the violence and apparent pointlessness of trying to keep civilization 
going in the face of its obvious decay. His commander "seduces him 
with candy," and keeps him on the force with a 600-hp pursuit car. 
Max, however, says he's "scared. Do you know why? It's that rat 
circus out there. I'm beginning to enjoy it. Look, any longer out on that 
road and I'm one of them—a teimiiral crazy. Only 1 got a bronze badge 
to show I'm one of the good guys." His fears about turning into a 
member of the "rat circus" are justified.

In a parody of the 1950's motorcycle gang movie. The Wild 
One, the biker gang rolls into a sleepy little town, led by Max's 
nemesis. The Cutter, on whom the gang all fawn, and to whom is given 
instant and total obedience. The plot, such as it is, operates merely to 
depict the biker gang as so bestial, so cruel and destructive, that we 
are horrified but not surprised at their deliberate murder of Max's 
wife and child.

Max rejoins the MFP in order to pursue the gang and exact his 
revenge. He kills all but one in self-defense, in series of chases, 
crashes, and horrendously gory fights. Clearly his vengeance is a 
hollow one, as he then has nothing left to live for. His revenge is 
personal, directed at those men who caused his own grief. He owns 
nothing now. He owes loyalty to no one and is conunitted to no 
personal philosophy, except perhaps survival. The brutal death of 
his only child represents the death of hope, not only for Max, but for 
the human race.

Road Warrior, however, gives us the beginning of a 
complexity to the character of Max, and a hint that the decent part of 
the human race deserves to survive and recover from the nuclear 
catastrophe and its aftermath. The film opens with a lengthy 
narrative overvoice, telling us of Max's previous history and leading 
into the story that is to follow. The central point to the narrative is 
the fact that the remaining oil stores have become more precious than 
life itself, for oil offers mobility to the survivors and their salvaged 
vehicles.
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In the time of this film, about 15 years after the events of 
Mad Max, gangs still roam the highway always looking for "juice," 
the oil to make their vehicles run. The narrator tells us of Max; " . . .  
a shell of a man, a burnt out desolate man, haunted by the demons in 
his past, a man who wandered out into the wasteland, and it was 
here in this blighted place that he learned to live again." Finally, 
the action of The Road Warrior commences.

Total solitude is not for this older Max. He has a dog with 
which he shares companionship and scarce food. So even at the 
outset of this adventure, we know that partial healing has come to 
Max. He makes his way to a desert community living within the 
walled complex of an oil refinery. They have the oil, but no adequate 
vehicles to get them to land 2000 miles away where they can begin 
farming and building new lives. One of the children, a strange fey 
mute called the Feral Kid, is integrated only partially into the 
conununity. He takes a liking to Max, helps him, clings to him, and 
begins the regeneration process of Max.

A ferocious battle ensues between the would-be settlers inside 
their fortress and a murderous gang of oil thieves. With Max's aid, 
the good guys win again. There is one last terrific road battle; a large 
gang attacks their caravan, specifically the oil tanker that Max is 
driving. The Feral Kid is in the cab with Max and saves Max's life at 
one point. Nonetheless, when the settlers-to-be have triumphed. 
Max stays behind. The caravan goes off, with the Feral Kid sadly 
waving goodbye to Max. The last shot is of Max walking slowly off 
into the badlands once again. Like Shane, he rides away to the pleas 
(silent, of course) of a child, "Stay! Come back!" Tlie overvoice 
resumes. The narrator tells us of the successful journey of the settlers 
and how he (the Feral Kid) "grew to manhood, in the fullness of time 
. . .  became the leader."

The title of the third film. Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome. 
refers to what I believe is the less interesting part, full of gore, 
brutality, and mindless battles—and of course Tina Turner, 
remarkably convincing as the leader of one of the two hostile factions 
of Bartertown. The film presents Max with two societies bom out of 
the ashes. The first is Bartertown, a ragtag collection of drifters, 
scavengers, thieves, murderers, and the like, run by two antagonists. 
Auntie Entity and Master-Blaster. We see Max at the opening of the 
film, a solitary wanderer through the desert with a camel train.
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which is stolen almost immediately from him. He makes his way to 
Bartertown (the likely place to find his camels), surviving only 
because his pet monkey (stolen along with the camels and the one 
wagon) has tossed food and water out of the wagon to Max as it rolls 
off. Max, despite his surface surliness and professed desire for total 
solitude, attracts to him the affection of the pure and simple 
creatures-animals and children, the dog and the Ferel Kid in Road 
Warrior, and now the monkey. He helps them, keeps them alive, and 
they each in their turn save his life at some stage.

In Bartertown, Max is bribed with the promised return of his 
camel train to do single combat in Thunderdome with "Blaster," the 
brawn half of Master-Blaster. It is meant to be a fight to the death; 
the chant, "two men enter, one man leaves," says it all. Max cannot 
bring himself to kill Blaster when he has him at his mercy, for 
Blaster, once his fearsome helmet is wrenched off by Max, is seen to 
have the mind of a child. Max has broken the rule of Thunderdome, 
however, and is sentenced to die by thirst in the desert.

Near death and unconscious, he is discovered by one of a group 
of children who are survivors of a plane crash at the time of the 
holocaust. No adults remain, having gone off one by one to try to find 
help. None had ever returned. These children, the oldest of whom 
are now in their late teens, have constructed a functioning culture of 
their own: fishing, hunting, caring lovingly for the younger children 
and babies now beginning to be bom. They live in an Edenic river 
valley between two steep cliffs, hidden from view. More 
imfx>rtantly, out of their hazy memories of "the time before," they 
have constructed a variation of a cargo cult, based on what the adults 
had told them of the life before. Their belief, complete with the 
acted-out rituals, symbolic objects, and a special language, centers 
around their conviction that a savior will come and lead them to a 
promised land where the artifacts of civilization that they 
remember only dimly will be waiting for them.

The children's rituals include calling upon "Captain Walker" 
to return to them. This pilot of the crashed aircraft had told them, 
when he set out for help, that he would return. Who can Max 
possibly be but Captain Walker? The cataclysm having already 
destroyed everything of the old world, the children are awaiting 
Captain Walker, who is to be their savior. He will not bring the
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desired goods, but will lead them to the old places where the goods 
exist in abundance.

Refusing to listen to his protestations, they insist that Max is 
that savior. At length. Savannah, the clan’s greatest hunter—a 
tough and appealing girl of about 17—gives up on the reluctant Max 
and organizes those who will listen to her. They set off across the 
desert themselves. Those who had elected to renuiin behind in their 
paradise world say goodbye to Max as he goes after the rebels. After 
a fearful desert crossing, the little band reaches Bartertown, where a 
great battle is joined with the locals (as is usual in this film series). 
Plot complications see Bartertown destroyed and the children on 
their way in an airplane which has been miraculously salvaged from 
here and there.

Max actually acquiesces this time, accompanying the 
children in their escape, but as they are leaving, at the last moment 
he must keep the inhabitants of the now-ruined Bartertown from 
stopping their flight. The pursuing Auntie Entity allows Max to live, 
as he had earlier allowed Blaster to live. However, as in the 
previous two films. Max is alone, destitute, and doomed to be a 
wanderer in the badlands again.

The children, however, make a new life in the ruins of 
Sydney, each night burning beacons for "all of 'em who are still out 
there." Savannah, their leader, says, "Every night we does the Tell, 
so that we'll 'member who we was and where we came from . . . .  But 
most of all we 'members the man who finded us, him that came the 
salvage."

Children as intrinsically good—those who save Max and he 
them—and children as intrinsically evil—the children of William 
Golding's Lord of the Flies—come inescapably to mind as 
representatives of two diametrically opposed sets of beliefs about 
human nature. Are we so flawed that we are doomed forever to 
degenerate into the evil-doing, the cruel power hierarchies that the 
boys of Lord of the Flies shaped for themselves after their airplane 
crashed? They used their pilot as a sacrifice to the abominable 
religion that emerged in their little island society. Mad Max's 
children, however, build a functioning world of care and love, with an 
underlying message of hope for their own futures. Their aircraft 
pilot. Captain Walker, has become their awaited savior, not their 
sacrificial victim to a bestial god-figure.
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In other words, the children of Beyond Thunderdome belong to 
the romantic vision of William Blake of the child-as-innocent, or 
Rousseau's noble savage. The child is protected from the cruelty and 
real barbarism of the corrupt adult world only through isolation from 
that degenerate world. In Beyond Thunderdome. the children are 
literally isolated, cut off both geographically and culturally from 
the old world. The bombs and subsequent radiation have purified it, 
and at the end of the film, the children can move back into its ruins 
and begin to construct a future that we know will be better for them 
ant their heirs. Lord of the Flies gave us the despairing message that 
humankind is brutal and corrupt by nature and will continue to 
construct brutal and corrupt societies in which a person can survive 
only by either taking the reins of p>ower, or by bowing to the power of 
the stronger, a cynical and hopeless mixture of Social Darwinism and 
Calvinist views about original sin. The comparison between Lord of 
the Flies and Beyond Thunderdome. as one of two distinct and 
opposing philosophies about human nature is all the more compelling 
when we rememter that the group of schoolchildren on the island in 
Lord of the Flies was all male, and that the children of Beyond 
Thunderdome are composed of both males and females. The latter 
becomes an idyllic, functioning social democracy, whereas in the 
former, Golding's schoolboys fashion a truly evil and cruel 
totalitarian society.

An interesting parallel exists also between the three Mad 
Max films and the 1976 Clint Eastwood film. The Outlaw losey 
Wales, in which the American Civil War protagonist sees his wife 
and child killed before his eyes at the beginning of the film, sets out 
to avenge their deaths, and in the course of his pursuit of the killers, 
gathers to him, very reluctantly, an odd assortment of homeless 
wanderers, including even a dog. Josey Wales, however, at film's end, 
gives up his quest for revenge and settles down to become a rancher in 
a secluded little valley with his adopted family, as Max might well 
have done, were it not, first, for the desire of Savannah's group to 
find the old promised land and, second, his willing self-sacrifice as 
the plane takes off with them.

At the end of the film. Max is alone again, not through 
misanthropy or bitterness, but because he sacrificed himself for the 
regenerative powers that the children represent for the human race. 
He has moved from unalloyed revenge in the first film, a kind of post-
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nuclear war Charles Bronson figure of the Death Wish movies, to an 
unwilling self-sacrifice and the continuing desire to be alone and self- 
sufficient, like Shane, to a final conunitment to the future of the race, 
and a self-sacrifice that will allow this. The Mad Max films, then 
move from the simplistic biker gang nonsense of the first film, 
through an increasing complexity and strange murderous revenge 
motif, to a joyful participation in fte rebirth of decent human society; 
from a devastated landscape to the reclamation of farms and cities; 
from the death of a child, to the births of babies of the cargo cult clan 
and the promise of a future for all children.

Westminster College 
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Patricia Frazer Lamb
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directors. Australia: Kennedy-Miller Productions, 1985. Terry 
Hayes and George Miller, screenwriters.
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What Cartoons 
Can Teach Us About 

Language and Learning
Clifford Geertz has complained that the "besetting sin of 

interpretive approaches to anything—literature, dreams, symptoms, 
culture--is that they tend to resist, or to be permitted to resist, 
conceptual articulation and thus to escape systematic modes of 
assessment" (24). Freud, on the contrary, has demonstrated in chapter 
seven of The Interpretation of Dreams, that it is a subject's very 
resistance which establishes the credence of a work of interpretation. 
Of course, we might say Freud’s subject was psychological and 
Geertz's exegetical. But surely one of the great contributions of Freud 
is his understanding that the exegetical and the psychological 
subjects are not as distinct as we would like, and that our very 
resistance to the equation of the two is an anchor point for further 
theorization.

Resistances, in these terms, would need to be a component of 
any critical examination of culture per se. Unfortunately, as John 
Fiske has pointed out, we are not accustomed to think of popular 
culture as being patterned, in some fashion, according to resistant 
forces. We prefer to think of culture as an ideological glue adhering 
our private to our social identity. There is manifested here as well a 
distrust of theory, since as de Man has demonstrated, any resistance is 
always a resistance to theory. Or, as Lukacs makes the point even 
better, "structure, not content, is revolutionary."

This distrust of theory is understandable, even unavoidable. 
There seem to be two primary uses of theoretical discourse in the field 
of popular culture, and both seem a bit condescending. One theorist 
wants to make Bugs Bunny say something someone who is not a cartoon 
has said. For example, "What's up Doc?" becomes Bugs Bunny's 
rejoinder to Aristotle's notion of a final cause. Another theorist wants 
to make someone who is not a cartoon character respond to Bugs 
Bunny's "What's up Doc?": "Machiavelli anticipates that lapine 
trickster."

The assumption behind each of those "theoretical 
applications to popular culture" is that the profundity of the popular
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is established only by means of some theoretical prosthetic, in 
essence, limiting the study of popular culture to either an 
exemplification of the theoretical or a theorization of theory. This 
snobbism, ironically, quickly turns against theoretical investigations, 
inasmuch as theory can be used as merely an ornament—a necessary 
evil if popular culture studies is to define its place in an academy 
given over to the theoretical enterprise. In these terms, theory is 
very useful from a political standpoint but is itself hardly connected 
to what we might think of as the object of popular culture's inquiry. 
This is a fundamental resistance with which we can begin to construct 
a theory of popular culture: our resistance to the frequent, if not 
"popular," uses of theory in the study of popular culture.

I would argue that a resistance to theory might be redirected 
in terms of what can be learned from it. We don’t have to ask, "What 
can popular culture teach theory?" nor even, "What can theory teach 
popular culture?" Instead, we might inquire, "What is it about the 
theoretical and the popular which make learning possible?" That is, 
"does learning allow us, as a third term in an argument, to constitute 
as a necessary condition the lack which the theoretical and the 
popular represent for each other?"

I will use the Actaon myth to specify the use of learning as a 
"third term," as a means to make apparent what gets silenced if we 
enter, unaided, into the dialectic of theory and practice. As you will 
recall, Actaon was out hunting one day with a group of friends and his 
fearsome hunting dogs. Having wandered away from his hunting 
party Actaon happens upon a grove in which the goddess Diana is 
bathing with her n)onphs. Actaon pries open the bushes surrounding 
the Goddess' sacred pool and looks upon the naked figure of Diana. 
Diana's attendants try to hide her by surrounding her with their own 
naked bodies, but the Goddess is so great a figure that she, in full 
view of Actaon, towers over the nymphs. Diana curses Actaon and 
throws water on him. Actaon's hunting dogs appear and rush toward 
him. He tries to call out to them but finds he can't. He can only 
bellow like the stag he has now become. Because he cannot call out to 
his dogs and, as Ovid puts it, "call them by name," he is tom to pieces 
by them. And so, coming upon the corpse of the stag, Actaon's friends 
only comment that the stag's eyes appeared sad and somewhat 
familiar, as if the animal had wished to say something.
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To use the Actaon myth as a homology for learning is to 
specify the instance of the letter, I'etre and lettre, as a matter of 
having borrowed from language, having gained in language the time 
to speak and teach before we are turned into mute beasts. This is the 
time we gain by expressing the conditions of our muteness in language, 
conditions which Joyce established in Finnegan's Wake as, "The 
watched watching the watched watching." Only at the end of the 
sentence, Joyce tells us, are we mute-only then are we silenced by the 
burden of having something to say.

That is to say, we are thereby duped into being by language. 
If we're not duped, we are in error and this fact makes a space for the 
word, the name, which we can, in turn, defend to the death, rightly or 
wrongly. Some will recognize this space for the word/name as 
criterion for verifiability in classical logical systems-others as the 
function of original sin and the fortunate fall, and still others will 
recognize this "space for the word/name” as cartoons.

In cartoons, there are many falls and I believe we might say 
they are happy ones, because, in cartoon land, falling is a sign of being 
duped. It is common enough, after all, to see some character change 
right in front of our very eyes into a large sucker or a donkey just before 
taking a great fall. Bugs Bunny has been turned into an all-day sucker 
by a Gremlin. And Elmer Fudd has been turned into an all-day sucker 
any number of times by Bugs Bimny.

What is more, when we witness the transformation of 
someone into an all-day sucker, we usually find written on that person 
the name for the object it has become. An all-day sucker, for example, 
has "sucker" written on its wrapper; a donkey has tied around its neck 
a sign with "donkey" painted on it. Language is here materialized as 
the separable part of a thing; it becomes something (a space) hung 
from the word—and that which is hung from a word is precisely the 
space for another word. For this reason, right before a cartoon 
character falls, it must determine that it has been duped. It must see 
itself as being able to be seen by someone in a position to see. In these 
terms, change is the maneuvering of the place from which we imagine 
that we are being seen. This maneuvering must always constitute a 
f�ill since our metaphysical skids slip out from under us; our position in 
a signifying chain shifts and we can no longer stand where we did 
because that place is no longer there for us. 'This is not to say that the 
place does not exist—only that a "no trespassing" sign (our
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subjecthood, our space) has been put up for us and on us. But, as the 
cartoon materializes it, this "no trespassing" sign or this candy 
wrapper of this sign is made of the same stuff as the subject to which 
it is hung because, as we all know, cartoons are flat and drawn in two 
dimensions. This accounts for the two types of falls in cartoons: those 
we see and those we don't

Most of the time, we only see someone drop off the screen and 
we presume there is some depth there because we hear the sound of 
the fall. The time between the dropping off the screen and the 
presence of the sound indicates how far the cartoon character has 
fallen. And people tell us that seeing is believing! Well, I suppose 
that is so, but only up to the point where sound intervenes as a 
metonymy displaced as a metaphor for effect.

Other falls we can see . . .  or, at least, we can see a subject's 
long passage leading to an encounter with the ground. The impact 
itself, on the other hand, appears only as a residual absence (a 
crevice) or as a cloud of dust. This discontinuous movement within a 
symbolic order explains why doors figure so prominently in falls. Not 
only can we imagine them anywhere, but because of them we can 
imagine there is an inside and an outside to anything—even a flat 
cartoon. When Bugs Bunny convinces Yosemite Sam that there is an 
inside to which Bugs is privy but he is not, Yosemite Sam will pound 
and pound, even knock the door down to get at the inside that does not 
exist as such. We will then see Yosemite Sam fall, since the door is 
usually placed right next to a cliff. This fall, however, is merely an 
extension of the doorway; it is the passage from the presumption of an 
outside to a presumption of an inside—a temporal suspension in the 
symbolic/cartoon order within which we can read the language 
written on the body as if it were language. This is why, as 
psychoanalysis has demonstrated, the Symbolic can be used to work 
on the Real in the passage through the door, even though once you get 
to the other side of the door you may not have found what you had 
wanted to become through psychoanalysis.

Thus, cartoons teach us that learning is not the acquisition of 
what you lack but the reorientation of language, self, and culture in 
terms of that lack. We are always using the Symbolic and Imaginaiy 
orders to negotiate the Real. And thank goc^ness for that—lest we 
should op>en onto the Real itself, like poor Actaon, and become before
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it a silent animal fragmented (literally tom to pieces) by the gaze of 
others.

There may be no Sundays off in life, but there is Saturday, 
that wonderful day of subjecthood and suspension before we fall 
through the door between the end and the beginning of the week. 
Then, we wake up in a cloud of dust to start the day—crawling from 
the hole which our bodies have laid into the landscape.

Montana State University 
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Capitalism Masquerades 
as a Postmodernist: 
McDonald's and the 
Politics of Reading

McDonald's golden arches are now anti-foundationalist 
structures—they no longer rise out of the ground; the new, smaller 
"M's" float in mid-air. These changes parallel a new strategy; the 
once monolithic and monotonous modernist design now gives way to a 
McDonald's that attempts to accommodate different neighborhoods 
and blend into local culture~on the Mississippi you can eat a 
hamburger and float in a reproduction of an 1880's side-wheeler, and 
in Pushkin square you can pay for your meal with rubles.

This apparent willingness to tolerate difference is further 
reflected in McDonald's attitudes towards its critics. McDonald's 
disarms its opponents by conceding to their discourse. A speech by 
Chief Seattle of the Squamish people graces the cover of McDonald's 
1989 annual report, which also includes spectacular pictures on 
recycled paper of forests and oceans. Boycotted for their 
environmental record, McDonald's now promotes the motto "reduce, 
reuse, recycle." Criticized for the limited nutritional value of its 
food, McDonald's opens up restaurants in hospitals and allies itself in 
the fight against disease. Criticized for its garish design, 
McDonald's now tries to construct buildings that blend into local 
neighborhoods. McE)onald's recent advertising campaigns similarly 
reflect a change in strategy; intertextuality, playful language, and 
parody are just some of the techniques that the corporation has 
borrowed from contemp>orary art to sell its hamburgers.

McDonald's appears to be almost the perfect representative 
of postmodernist culture as the corporation acconunodates differences 
from Muscovites to southerners, respects the local environment, 
challenges the borders between self and other in its willingness to 
adopt the discourse of its opponents, and airs avant garde 
commercials.

Baudrillard writes, "We have passed into a kind of hyper- 
real where things are being replayed ad infinitum" (Forget Foucault 
69), which, he argues in an earlier work, is perfectly manifested in
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the notion of capital which has no inherent value and must 
continually circulate and "radiate endlessly and in every direction," 
in turn establishing a radical law of "equivalence and exchange" 
(Simulations 43). In the resulting "hyper-realism of simulation," the 
real is soaked up by the reproduced image, and the relationship 
between sign and meaning and between true and false is ruptured.

Reproduction of the intage seems to operate at all levels at 
McDonald's, from the proliferation of franchises~on average a new 
one opens up every 16 hours (McDonald's Annual Report 1)—to the 
reproduction of the golden arches on Canadian stamps. This hyper- 
real simulation of McDonald's is potentially paralysing~it is 
difficult to establish any point of reference or of resistance in an 
analysis of this cultural phenomenon. A Green Party member told me 
that, frustrated by the lack of statistical information and the almost 
impossible task of tracing McDonald's environmental record, he had 
organized a boycott around the demonstrators' general antipathy to 
this multinational. McDonald's would probably be held up as prime 
evidence of what Jameson sees as the relationship between 
postmodernism and consumer society, a relationship which involves a 
transformation of reality into images (146).

Baudrillard's and Jameson's views of postmodernism 
originate in a "before the fall" narration-one that posits the 
possibility that reality can be apprehended outside of 
representation. Ironically, the possibility of an unmediated reality 
is also promoted by McDonald's as part of its strategy to disarm 
opposition. Jameson, Baudrillard and McDonald's thus position 
themselves on different sides (marxist/capitalist) of the same coin in 
their allegiance to the "real."

But as Baudrillard waxes apocalyptically about America and 
Jameson preaches about the dangerous p>olitics of postmodernism, 
these critics confuse the boundaries between post-structuralist theory, 
postmodern art and contemporary culture. What is glossed over in 
their analyses of postmodernism is precisely the possibility of 
repositioning the reader/writer with respect to the politics of 
narratives. Gayatri Spivak argues that one aspect of this 
"transformation of consciousness" involves a recognition that 
narratives tend to take on an impetus of their own, "so that one begins 
to see reality as non-narrated. One begins to say that it's not a 
narrative, it's the way things are" (19-20). Hence, Spivak identifies
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postmodernism as a practice that takes the "urge" to narrate into 
account and that reflects on how we legitimize our narratives and 
what we leave out of the narratives we tell.

McDonald's recent foray into literacy with its "Reading is 
Fun Campaign" invites a reading of McDonald's assumptions atout 
narrative:

"What's that place, Ronald?" asked Tom 
"Just what it says," replied Ronald. "That's 
library. See that sign?" ("Reading is Fun")

the

What Ronald McDonald teaches Tom is that language is 
transparent and neutral, that reality is unproblematically 
conununicated by the text, and that reading is easy. In other words, in 
keeping with McDonald's reading lesson, the excerpt from Chief 
Seattle's speech which graces the cover of McDonald's annual report 
is to be read "simply" as McDonald's allying itself with native 
peoples' concerns for the earth. It is not in McDonald's interests to 
foreground what is left out of this narrative. In the part of the speech 
that does not appear on the annual report Chief Seattle challenges 
the very notion of the ownership of land; the buying and selling of the 
earth is utterly foreign to his people ("When the Last Red Man Has 
Vanished . . ." 34-35). Perhaps, McDonald's does not encourage a 
reading of these points in Chief Seattle's speech of 1885 (supposedly 
given as he was forced to sign treaties surrendering land to whites) 
because they might seem to conflict with McDonald's voracious 
consumption of land around the world and neo-colonialist 
expansionist program. The cover of the report (with its picturesque 
mountains and poetic words) literally and figuratively covers the 
capitalist narrative that unfolds inside the pages of the report. But 
even as the annual report overwhelms its readers with the columns of 
numbers, lists of statistics, and brightly colored graphs signalling the 
"reality" of McDonald's success, the speech on the cover undoes the 
cool logic of these "facts"; the controversy over Chief Seattle's words 
—the inability to locate an "original" archival record of this much 
cited document ("Thus Spoke Chief Seattle: The Story of an
Undocumented Speech" 17)—problematizes McDonald's appeal to the 
truth value of "facts." Like the event of the speech, which can be 
re/presented but not recovered, the facts supporting the "truth" of
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McDonald's success are always already tied up in the politics of 
representation.

"Reading is easier than you think," said Linda, "and it's not
just for signs-----"("Reading is Fun"). McDonald's encourages its young
readers to look beyond the sign to the "real"; the corporation's 
seductive narrative lulls its audience into forgetting that how the 
sign represents the "real" (the ideology of the sign) is important. 
McDonald's pupils are thus prepared to enter the McDonald's 
marketplace where employees are actively discouraged from 
thinking. A McDonald's manager describes the company's hiring 
policy: "The only qualification to be able to do the job is to be able to 
physically do the job . . . .  Let me qualify that qualification. It takes 
a special kind of person to be able to move before he can think. We 
find people like that and use them till they quit" (The Electronic 
Sweatshop 33).

If Jameson's and Baudrillard's "before the fall" narrative is 
side-stepped and if McDonald's assumptions about reading are 
challenged, the corporation is no longer a blank reflective surface 
which resists interpretation; it is a participant in the process of 
representation, representation that can then be read not only in terms 
of what is included but what is excluded in the production of the 
"real."

The urge to exert absolute control is at the root of McDonald's 
philosophy and runs counter to the image it promotes of respecting the 
"local" and accommodating difference; "postmodernism" in this 
context becomes one more discourse that McDonald's coopts in order to 
distract the gaze of its critics from its capitalist narrative. 
McDonald's merely masquerades as a postmodernist. Despite its 
floating arches, the corporation is very much grounded by "sacred" 
doctrines. God is not dead at McDonald's. He is reborn in the image of 
Ray Kroc. The dead founder of the corporation comes back to life on 
the video screen to answer his disciples' questions and to spread words 
of wisdom about his business philosophy. At the Hamburger 
University students are further initiated into the secrets of 
McDonald's, which include lessons in seventeen languages on the 
exact number of pickles allowed in each pickle barrel ("The 
McDonald's Mystique" 118). And despite its playful approach to 
language, McDonald's interest is in ownership and control-facts 
become McFacts, days become McHappy days, senior employees
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become McMasters. This urge to control is further evidenced by the 
"hamburger police" who are sent around to spot check franchises to 
make sure there are no dents in the buns, no overstuffed bags and no ice 
cream cones that exceed three inches ("Great hash browns, but watch 
those biscuits" 192-196).

  In this hyperproduction, capital does not, as Baudrillard 
suggests, freely radiate in every direction but is harnessed in the 
production of more uniform hamburgers and in the hiring of more 
cheap labor: "McDonald’s employs 5(X),(XX) teenagers at any one time. 
. . . About 8 million Americans--? per cent of our [American] labor 
force--have worked at McDonald's" (The Electronic Sweatshop 19). 
Very little capital radiates out of this multinational corporation, 
which continues to consume and digest more and more land— 
McDonald's is one of the largest owners of commercial real-estate in 
America ("The McDonald's Mystique" 112).

Finally, despite McDonald's "avant garde" commercials, the 
ad campaigns (like the cover on the annual report) mask rather than 
foreground the corporation's agenda and its complicity in a capitalist 
system. Alison Lee argues that in advertising and marketing "the 
techniques and playfulness of postnaodemism are used without any of 
its strategies of subversion" (134).

In the ongoing debates about postmodemisms it is critical to 
distinguish between contemporary culture (what has been labelled 
postmodern) and postmodern art or theories of postmodernism. The 
success of McDonald's capitalist narrative is very much dependent on 
having its audience forget that they are being told a narrative; 
however, it is precisely this promotion of reality as non-narrated 
that undoes McDonald's postmodern performance.

University of Toronto 
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Parties as Sound Rituals:
An Audeography

Parties are an overlooked and understudied phenomenon, 
with the literature on celebration focusing almost exclusively on large 
calendrical festivals and gatherings (Van Gennep; Turner 
Celebration: Geist and Nachbar 271-297; MacAloon). Social 
gatherings of all kinds are important events for most people. "It 
would seem that people need periodic times of escape from work, 
times in which they can be joyous together" (Smith 161). Some 
gatherings are seasonal and periodic, like festivals, but many are 
more informal and nonperiodic, "somewhere between festival and 
ritual on the one hand and the solitary sandwich on the other" 
(Humphrey 190).

Parties are social gatherings which often involve music, 
confirming that popular music is social (Fomas 298) and is ubiquitous 
for many cultures. Most persons would readily acknowledge the use of 
music at large, ritualistic and public events. It is omnipresent and 
formative of both individual consciousness and group collectivity on 
occasions such as commemorations, dedications, graduations, 
weddings, funerals and memorials. On these occasions special music 
may be brought forth, music not often performed at other times, like 
Elgar's "Pomp and Circumstance" or Wagner’s "Wedding March." Use 
of specific musical compositions only for special occasions underlines 
the liminal nature of the events and often defines or helps to define 
the events (Van Gennep 177-188; Turner Forest of Symbols 93-101).

Naturally, music occurs at times other than culturally 
sanctioned events, and these more informal occasions are often 
conceived as mostly for enjoyment, for passing the time. Everyday 
life situations are no less interesting for cultural interpretation than 
formal and elite cultural events which call for "classical" music 
(Douglas). Indeed understanding what Glassie calls concrete 
"situations" is perhaps as important as the artifacts which are 
employed in or emerge from the situations (33). While music may 
appear to be just a way of passing time, in some cases there are deeply 
resounding features of the uses to which music is put.

Music at parties also functions as sound and noise, offering 
party participants the opportunity to break norms. The study of sound
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and culture at parties as a kind of ethnography helps locate music in 
the cultural landscape. I call this unexplored area of ethnography 
audeography. Audeography is the writing of sound and culture, 
which in the case of parties involves music. Ethnographers are fond 
of studying human interaction in particular locales as well as the 
kinds of social roles enacted on difWent occasions. The locales for 
parties are many; the role of music presents itself as a cultural donnain 
of sound meaning. Music makes parties sound rituals.

Cultural Domains of Meaning

I observed hundreds of parties throughout North America 
during an ongoing ethnographic study of communication at social 
gatherings from 1985 to 1992. Early in the data collection it became 
evident that music was used consciously and unconsciously to solve all 
manner of social problems. Data were collected by participant 
observation (Spradley). Various procedures were employed to elicit 
and validate information from one hundred thirty party participants 
and planners.

Party Mood. Party planners-or the persons inhabiting the 
social role of host-had as one of their goals the creation of a fun 
party mood. A "party mood" was acknowledged by informants as a 
release from formal norms of etiquette. Creating a party mood was 
considered to be nrtosUy the responsibility of the person or persons who 
held the party. Goffman might say that creating a party mood may 
be accomplished by sending signals that all guests are in a backstage 
area where public norms of sociability may be discarded (106-135), 
while Turner might say that a party mood is accomplished by sending 
signals that all guests are in a liminal situation where regular social 
rules and roles are suspended, thus allowing for more informal and 
impolite behaviors ("Liminality” 19-41), particularly yelling, 
dapping, stomping the feet, whistling and making loud smacks of the 
lips. Without these kinds of loud sounds party planners and their 
guests would often daim a party to be "a dud." llius party planners 
played certain songs to let their guests know they may let down their 
hair with relative impunity.

Naturally, loud behavior was sanctioned by some neighbors. 
Most communities have noise laws for the very purpose of legally 
inhibiting party behavior. Audeographically, the party norm is to
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make as much noise as possible for certain kinds of parties to be 
considered a success. The ritual release through noise often receives 
conunent the next day, like "Wow, I sound like a frog! Some party, 
hunh?" The community's audeographic norm moves in exactly the 
opposite direction—a successful party is one that is not noticed at all 
or at worst, is merely a nunor disturbance of the peace.

Party planners reported they take both kinds of 
audeographic norms into account. In college towns, however, hosts 
most often leaned in favor of the party norm. Thus they looked for 
signs of success during their parties. Planners knew inhibitions were 
more relaxed when partiers started to play "air guitars" or "air 
drums" in synchronization with a song. Planners knew inhibitions 
were discarded when songs like "Mony, Mony" elicited stock, ribald 
responses; when the lead singer sang "Here she comes moanin' Mony, 
Mony,” most if not all partiers would respond in time to the music by 
shouting "Hey! Get laid! Get fucked!" Raising the roof with 
shouting was an important sign of party success. Shouting was 
observed at most large parties, naturally since the noise level of 
people talking and loud music required shouting just to communicate 
simple information. However as a subdomain of party song 
characteristics, shouting was a ritual form of participation, 
signifying a party mood. Songs like "Why Don't We Get Drunk and 
Screw?" by Jimmy Buffet and the Coral Reefer Band almost always 
prompted hearty vocal participation during the hook accompanied 
by the hoisting of beer glasses and swinging them back and forth to 
the beat.

Party Music. Four characteristics were most often suggested 
by informants as definitive of party songs: 1) the beat, 2) lyrics and 3) 
danceability. Upon further questioning, some informants offered that 
lyrics and danceability also included a fourth characteristic, 4) 
participation. Each of the four characteristics of party songs is a 
subdomain of the more generic cultural domain, party song. However, 
informants also suggested that there were many kinds of parties with 
different kinds of music played at them. In essence, "party songs" was 
a subdomain of a more universal cultural domain, viz., party music.

Music as Background and Foreground Sound
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One infonnant, a former heavy metal guitarist from a cover 
band said, "Most of the songs you showed me are beer bash songs. 
When I have friends over nowadays I put jazz or new age music on my 
stereo so we can talk and kick ba< .̂" When asked to supply examples 
of the kinds of music he might play for friends for this quieter kind of 
party, he supplied me with five tapes. He identified two as tapes for 
playing when friends come over to talk and spend time. The other 
three tapes he had made in high school and college and had been 
played at big parties where lots of beer was served. He called both 
kinds of tapes "mixed tapes" though he claimed it was more correct to 
call tapes to be played at bigger parties "party tapes" although they 
were still often "mixed" in styles and performers.

Party Tape Characteristics. It is not insignificant to recognize 
that people who live in mass culture environments are always 
interacting with mass culture, consciously or unconsciously. When 
they consciously make tapes for parties they are in essence making 
their own album or performing the function of a disc jockey or station 
manager who deternunes the playlist of music. Party tapes have 
redundant characteristics: 1) the predominant musical style on the 
tape and 2) the order of music on the tape. These two characteristics 
in turn suggest the domains of party tapes' cultural uses.

Predominant Musical Style. Tapes I studied either included 
the kinds of rock and roll songs already mentioned along with other 
rock and roll or were compilations of quieter, often slower music. 
These latter tapes usually included musical styles such as soft rock, 
light jazz, new age, light classical or even show tunes, but the music 
was almost exclusively instrumental, not vocal. When I played a 
tape of the latter type for informants, they would almost always 
describe the social gathering at which it would be played as having 
a small number of people in attendance. They characterized the 
guests as probably knowing each other well with only a few less 
familiar guests, if any. They conjectured that a less familiar guest 
would have been invited to get to know them better. The informants 
expected the music would be more in the background to allow for 
conversation, also figuring that if alcoholic beverages were involved 
at all they would consist of wine or mixed drinks; if beer was being 
drunk the quantities were low. Many also said that unless the get 
together was for a couple with the express purpose of intimacy that 
sexual innuendo would be at a minimum. One woman said, "Parties
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with this kind of music are for talk and people feel more free to talk 
if they're not overly concerned about being hit on." Naturally the 
sound level was low. In sum the relation of sound and culture for the 
quiet, friendly get together may be characterized as low, respectful of 
personhood, nonprovocative and relatively hidden during discourse. 
This last point is important. The music was a backdrop, not 
something at the forefront of attention.

Order of Music. The order of music was more important for 
people who made the louder rock and roll tapes. The order was also 
idiosyncratic to what they expected or wanted to happen at their 
parties. Most said that they would intermingle what has been 
identified in the present report as a "party song" with other songs. In 
other words, they would rarely make a tape exclusively with party 
songs on it; variety was important for maintaining a spirited party 
mood. The other kinds of songs hosts would put on a party tape 
usually reflected their personal interest or favorite performer. Hosts 
felt that if a song they chose by personal preference might be less 
popular at a party, they also knew that most guests would expect a 
favorite song next on the tape; thus they placed one or two stronger, 
more familiar songs after personal preferences to gratify their guests.

The order of music on tapes made for the smaller and quieter 
parties with friends had little to do with tempo or with creating and 
sustaining a frenetic party mood. Creating a mood was still 
important, but the mood most often had nothing to do with wildness 
or sexual behavior. An observation made many times was most 
telling: Hosts wanted to give their guests a novel experience with the 
music; they often made sure that some if not all the music on the tape 
was something their guests had not heard previously. Partiers at 
larger, more raucous parties also did not talk about rock and roll party 
songs while the same persons did talk about music when they 
attended the quieter, more intimate, friendly get togethers.

Interpretation

In general, hosts wanted their guests to have fun and enjoy 
themselves. They knew that the wrong kind of music might drive 
away and annoy their guests or kill the party mood they most 
desired. Beer bash music invited rowdiness and the relaxation of 
sexual mores so guests could easily invent ways to meet and perhaps
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pair with persons of their gender preference. The music accomplished 
this effect by creating stock opportunities which called upon partiers 
to pursue various social exigences of their choosing, like meeting 
strangers, acting crazy, achieving some level of catharsis or pairing 
sexually. The music was treated as a rhetorical artifact (Holmberg 
"Rhetoric of Popular Song"; Holmberg "Toward the Rhetoric of 
Music") for enhancing social interaction. Partiers had a clear 
expectation of themselves and others that they must use their 
communication skills. Music strategically supplied by their hosts 
facilitated their conununication. In essence, the beer bash mood was 
an obvious dramatistic scene to the participants though their 
conscious recognition of it as such was no doubt in most cases inchoate. 
The music itself was an agency of their interaction. Both the scene 
and the agency encouraged partiers to be actors who might perform 
parts pursuing varying interests, even the invention of fictive 
biographies similar to those Cavan observed in bars. Fictive or 
genuine, the roles or their entertainment value to other partiers were 
seemingly invented on the spot with some actors more successful than 
others.

Partiers also knew they would be expected to participate in 
all sorts of activities with ritual overtones. Some rituals were 
relatively similar to those found in daily life, like meeting friends 
and being introduced to strangers. However, some activities would 
reflect the party mood, like acting humorously (talking softly to 
someone's gender preference during a loud party so they would have to 
lean closer to the speaker), singing boldly along with lyrics, gesturing 
wildly to songs, touching people, drinking in time to the music and 
playing drinking games, much as various ethnographers have 
reported about bar behavior (Cavan; Spradley and Mann). While 
participation appeared to be spontaneous, the behavior was de rigeur 
and learned at previous party attendance. Most of all, partiers 
appreciated parties as occasions during which they could "be 
themselves" with the tacit support of others like themselves—not 
the inauthentic selves they felt they had to be during daily life. The 
music reinforced their sense of the community support of their 
individuality.

Parties which had been intended as bashes but which 
frustrated the guests' expectations of actually being a bash tended to 
have fewer party songs and loud noise as well as more idiosyncratic
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recordings. The popular maxim about parties—"out of beer, out of 
luck"—was not the only norm operative for determining whether to 
stay or leave. Guests wanted stock situations in which they could 
maneuvre socially; too many idiosyncratically chosen songs required 
them to have more of a unique identity which nutde it difficult to 
behave .in a more generic, "wild" way. Too many idiosyncratically 
chosen songs meant they had fewer instances for participating with 
familiar lyrics and moving to a strong beat-opportunities which also 
served as signs which invited license for wildness to act out a stock 
social role. Even worse, they felt they might even get stuck not 
knowing any songs and thus feeling or looking "out of it." Hosts who 
were acknowledged as throwing good parties were rhetorically 
canny; they made sure not only that there were large quantities of 
drink and food available, they made sure the musical mix provided 
many and varied chances to "act crazy." In general, hosts were 
admired for how well they generated a "pumped" mood by means of 
music and other artifacts. Guests appreciated the various 
opportunities provided and the consequent freedom to socialize.

Hosts who wanted guests to interact more through 
conversation played quieter music and avoided music commonly 
accepted as signifying license for wild behavior. The quiet party 
mood could be recognized by guests from the music alone, especially 
since the absence of particular songs or raucous styles was conspicuous. 
In addition the appearance of any specific piece was difficult to 
predict because the host had chosen pieces as novelties to enjoy. The 
taped artifacts were intended to encourage delight in the musical 
novelty as well as delight in each others' conversation as opposed to 
providing stereotypical opportunities to act wild.

While sexual interest may have been aroused during the 
course of quiet conversation at the smaller gatherings among friends, 
sexual behaviors, especially gestures, were far more subtle than those 
observed at bashes. Hosts still wanted to offer guests opportunities 
for interaction, but without sexual expression being a major focus. 
Hosts at the smaller gatherings often steered conversational topics 
away from sex at signs of discomfort from one or more guests. The 
music which played concurrently was frequently mentioned by hosts 
as a diversion from provocative talk. However, even though the 
music could become a topic for conversation, it was usually perceived
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as in the background and apparently not in the fore of guests' 
attention.

Guests at bashes often left without thanking the host. Even if 
they knew the host well they were invested with anonymity by 
virtue of the number of guests and the loudness of music, both of which 
covered or masked their individuality. Guests at snuiller gatherings 
almost always expressed personal thanks for the hospitality, some 
even having supplied food and drink as a form of thanks upon arrival. 
They arriv^ expecting to be individuals and treated the host more 
formally.

Hosts and guests at both kinds of parties realized that 
parties are rites of reversal (Norbeck; Jewett and Laurence). Parties 
are events which reverse the day-to-day, mundane norms to allow 
escape from them. Bashes dramatically reverse norms, a fact for 
which hosts must be prepared since purposefully getting guests 
intoxicated invites possible community sanction (Holmberg and 
MacDonald). Friendly gatherings also reverse norms. Daily life and 
the workplace do not always allow for lingering, in-depth 
conversation. The additional suspension of sexual innuendo is also a 
kind of reversal which friends give to one another. Both kinds of 
parties use music as a symbolic sound system which signifies the 
reversals. The partiers and party planners thus experienced parties 
as sound rituals of reversal which enabled escape from daily norms of 
behavior and the recovery or purgation to face the norms after 
leaving the party. Music nmkes parties sound rituals and is thus 
perhaps the most important guest for promoting interaction at social 
gatherings. At times its voice is the only voice heard. At times it 
helps us speak.

Bowling Green State University 

Works Cited

Carl B. Holmberg

Cavan, Sheri. Liquor License: An Ethnography of Bar Behavior.
Chicago: Aldine, 1966.

Douglas, Jack D. Understanding Everyday Life: Toward the 
Reconstruction of Sociological Knowledge. Chicago: Aldine, 
1970.

Fomas, Johan. "Moving Rock: Youth and Pop in Late Modernity." 
Popular Music 9 (1990): 291-306.



”Where Everybody Knows Your Name” 75

Geist, Christopher D. and John Nachbar, eds. The Popular Culture 
Reader. 3rd Ed. Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green Popular 
Press, 1983.

Glassie, Henry. Passing the Time in Ballymenone: Culture and History 
of an Ulster Community. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1982.

Goffman, Irving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Garden City, 
New York: Doubleday, 1959.

Holmberg, Carl B. "On the Rhetoric of Popular Song: 'Y'aint juzz 
whizzlin' "Dixie.””’ Popular Music and Society 9 (1984): 27-33.

Holmberg, Carl B. ’Toward the Rhetoric of Music: ’Dixie.’” The 
Southern Speech Communication Journal 51 (1985): 71-82.

Holmberg, Carl B. and William L. MacDonald. "Student Perceptions of 
Assault and Date Rape.” Campus Law Enforcement 20 (1990): 
16-19.

Humphrey, Linda T. "Small Group Festive Gatherings.” Journal of the 
American Folklore Institute 16 (1979): 190-201.

Jewett, Robert and John Laurence. "Norm Demolition Derbies: Rites of 
Reversal in Popular Culture.” Journal of Popular Culture 9 
(1976): 976-982.

MacAloon, John J., ed. Rite, Drama, Festival, Spectacle: Rehearsals
toward a Theory of Cultural Performance. Philadelphia: 
Institute for the ^udy of Human Issues, 1984.

Norbeck, Edward. Religion in Human Life: Anthropological Views. New 
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1974.

Smith, Robert J. "Festivals and Celebrations.” Folklore and Folklife, An 
Introduction. Ed. Richard M. Dorson. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1972.

Spradley, James. Participant Observation. New York: Holt, Rinehart & 
Winston, 1980.

Spradley, James P. and Brenda Mann. The Cocktail Waitress: 
Woman's Work in a Man's World. New York: Wiley. 1975.

Turner, Victor, ed. Celebration: Studies in Festivity and Ritual. 
Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1982.

--------- ed. The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual. Ithaca,
New York: University of Syracuse Press, 1967.

-------- . "Liminality and the Performative Genres.” Rite, Drama, Festival,
Spectacle. Ed. John J. MacAloon. Philadelphia: Institute for the 
Study of Human Issues, 1984.

Van Gennep, Arnold. The Rites of Passage. Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1960.



76 The Popular Culture Review

"Where Everybody 
Knows Your Name":

Types and Rituals in Cheers
The NBC sitcom Cheers, which has been on the air since 1982, 

has established itself as one of the most popular American television 
serials.^ While the show's premiere ranked 77th out of a possible 77, 
its 200th episode, aired in November 1990, was seen by an estinuited 
52 million viewers. Cheers has received 22 Emmy Awards and 
finished the 1990/91 season as the most-watched serial on American 
television. I believe that one reason for this popularity is that 
Cheers invites us into an uncomplicated environment, an apparently 
typical American bar, which makes us feel at ease and at home. As 
the opening lyrics point out, "Cheers" is supposed to be a place 
"where everybody knows your name." This theme song also 
characterizes the bar as a safe haven of escape:

Wouldn't you like to get away?
Sometimes you waima go where everybody knows your 
name and they're always glad you came.
You wanna be where you can see our troubles are all 
the same.
You wanna be where everybody knows your name.
You wanna go where people know people are all the 
same.
You wanna go where everybody knows your nanae.

Harsh realities are suspended in this bar of insiders, of 
people who find security in each other's company and in their 
ritualistic interaction. Although they have different ambitions and 
represent a variety of personalities and social strata, these 
characters are in a way "all the same" and need each other to enjoy 
the safety of this sameness. Symbolically, the bar is located in a 
cellar, suggesting that this locale is down-to-earth and therefore 
clear-cut and in everybody's reach.
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My analysis of the employees and regulars of "Cheers," of 
this microcosm of seemingly typical Americans, will illustrate that 
these characters are types rather than individuals. As types they 
are predictable, thus establishing the safety necessary for comedy. 
And as comic types they invite us to laugh at their flaws. As James 
Burrows, one of the show's creators (along with Glen Charles and Les 
Charles) has said in an interview, "comedy is [about] losers."^ While 
the flaws of losers are the subject of jokes, comedy serves as a means of 
concealing pain rather than reinforcing it. Although insiders are free 
to exploit each other's shortcomings, outsiders, who constantly 
threaten this safe haven, are barred by the protagonists' comraderie 
from doing so. The apparently easy mingling of characters from 
diverse social, educational, and economic backgrounds is closed off 
and at best partial.

In the show's early years the characters working at "Cheers" 
are its owner Sam Malone, the quick-witted and quick-tongued 
waitress Carla Tortelli, the graduate-student-tumed-waitress Diane 
Chambers, and the bartender Ernie Pantuso, alias Coach, Sam's 
fatherly former baseball coach. When Coach leaves, he is replaced 
by the naive country bumpkin Woody Boyd and after Diane's 
departure and the bar's change of ownership a new manager, the 
ambitious Rebecca Howe, appears on the scene. These employees are 
joined by a small number of regulars as well as some patrons in the 
background. Pronunent among the regulars are the bragging mailman 
Cliff Claven, the chronically unemployed Norman Peterson, and the 
psychiatrist Frasier Crane, accompani^ occasionally by his wife and 
colleague Lilith and recently by their baby. Together, the bar's 
employees and regulars constitute an extended closely-knit family 
whose members compensate each other's lack of fulfilling ties to their 
actual families. By virtue of their intimate knowledge of the main 
characters the show's spectators are invited to become a further 
extension of the Cheers family.

The leading figure in Cheers is Sam Malone (portrayed by 
Ted Danson). He is a simple-nunded former relief pitcher for the 
Boston Red Sox, who bought the bar when he was still an alcoholic. 
But after separating from his fianc^ Diane on the evening for which 
their wedding had been scheduled, he sells "Cheers" to a corporation 
in order to be able to sail around the world. When his boat sinks, Sam 
returns to the bar as a bartender. But in the show's 1990/91 season
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Sam can buy "Cheers" back for one dollar as a reward for revealing 
the criminal access of the manager's boyfriend to the corporation's 
computer network. But soon Sam runs into difficulties with the new 
owner of the restaurant that is located above "Cheers." These ups 
and downs in Sam's life point to his vitality and attest to the comic 
principle that a decline will always lead to a new rise. Sam is 
therefore the life-affirming character par excellence, the illustration 
of comedy's optimism. One could speculate that the choice of the 
Biblical name Sam, or Samuel, hints at the life story of this 
character with its constantly changing fortune as one that is eternally 
true and constantly recurring. Sam's last name, "Malone," sounds Irish 
and is thus in line with the stereotype of the Irish as heavy drinkers.

If one twists the name "Malone" slightly, one gets "melon," 
something round, i.e., something female. This is Sam's essence: he is 
the modem, attractive Don Juan, who drives a Corvette and who 
seems incessantly concerned with the look of his hair and the smell of 
his cologne, necessary ingredients in what he calls "Sammy's magic." 
Women seem to be the only thing on Sam's mind. When Carla tells 
him she has had twins, Sam becomes lost in nostalgia and says, "I've 
had twins myself." His romantic conquests are applauded by the 
bar's regulars and provide ample ntaterial for conversation and bets. 
Sam is considered a hero by his entourage not because of his baseball 
career or because of his managerial skills but because of his almost 
never failing success with women. One time Sam is talked into 
playing a softball game against a team of Playboy playmates and 
does not let his opponents score a single run. When the playmates 
decide not to attend the post-game celebration at "Cheers," Sam has 
to realize in view of the unanimous hostility directed at him that his 
veneration is not based on his skills as a ball player but instead on his 
skills as a "ball player."

His admirers are cult worshippers. When Diane is still 
Sam's girlfriend, she asks him, as a sign of his undivided devotion to 
her, to discard THE BOOK, Sammy's collection of the phone numbers 
of the most desirable women in Boston and in any other city where he 
has ever played ball (in the double sense of the term). As Diane 
hands THE BCX)K to Cliff, Cliff walks away in trance, saying, "I 
have seen the light" and Norm immediately touches Cliff in order to 
share THE BOOK'S karma.
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Sam’s interaction with women is comic and ritualistic: she 
comes, he sees, he conquers, he is applauded. But for the sake of 
comedy there are variations of this ritual. Numerous complications 
and occasional rejection elicit laughter. Sometimes the pursuit of a 
woman takes years until it is crowned by success. This is the case with 
Rebecca Howe. While Sam tells Carla right after first laying eyes on 
Rebecca, "I wonder what she’ll make me for breakfast,” he does not 
score that victory for a long time. But while there are certain limits 
to his pursuits, Sam is challenged by those limits. When, at one time, 
one of his old loves comes back into Sam’s life and now has a daughter 
who is in her late teens, Sam is at first reluctant to date mother and 
daughter simultaneously but finally decides to do so. Before he can go 
to action, however, the daughter announces to "Uncle Sanuny" that 
she is about to get married and asks him to give her away at her 
wedding. Sam becomes Uncle Sam, the protector of American values 
and traditions.

Like the Don Juan type, Sam needs success as well as the 
applause of onlookers to reward his efforts. And like Don Juan, Sam is 
a womanizer out of weakness and out of a desire to compensate for 
other shortcomings. In Sam’s case, those shortcomings are his failed 
baseball career, his former alcoholism, his divorce (which is only 
mentioned in very early episodes), and his inferiority complex 
toward his brother. But despite his weaknesses Sam is a father 
figure to whom the rest of the bar looks up. After Coach (played by 
Nicholas Colosanto), who embodied the understanding, good-natured 
father for all, has left C heers. Sam takes on the role of the 
experienced father, especially for Woody and Cliff. Cliff even calls 
Sam for some last-minute advice as he thinks he is about to lose his 
virginity. By the end of the 1990/91 season Sam has decided that he 
wants to be a genuine father himself.

While he is usually the undisputed leader among the male 
characters in the bar, Sam finds his match in two women: Carla and 
Diane in the show’s early years, and Carla and Rebecca in the past 
four seasons. The waitress Carla Tortelli (played by Rhea Perlnum) 
is a cynical realist. While all major characters on this show are 
mischievous brats in one way or another, Carla is definitely Cheers’s 
main brat. The men in the bar fear her power, which extends from 
giving snappy retorts to spitting into drinks. If Sam is "the guys’" 
hero, Carla is their respected leader. She is always ready to set Sam
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and everyone else right, insult the regulars, and play tricks on 
anyone. She is a wonum who has to make it on her own and who has 
the strength to do so. Rhea Perlman sums up her character as "a 
survivor, a realist, [and] very fertile."^ If one plays with the name 
"Carla" somewhat, one can make it into "Clara," the clear one or the 
one who sees clearly. In fact, Carla is the one character who knows 
most of the time what is going on in the bar. She proves her insight 
for example whenever the competition of "Gary’s Old Towne Tavern" 
plays one of its many tricks on "Cheers." She also seems to be a better 
analyst than the psychiatrist Frasier Crane. When Sam decides to 
marry Diane, Carla (like the famous marriage counselor whom 
Frasier brings to "Cheers") senses their incompatibility and tells Sam 
that he is "a hound who enjoys the hunt," rather than a married one- 
woman man who would like to go to museums with his wife.

Carla embodies the type of the shrewd, self-affirming and 
self-confident woman with wit, a fast mouth and a desire for 
mischief. As a mother of eight children and as a woman working in a 
male environment she needs these qualities to survive. If Sam reigns 
the bar in terms of being admired, Carla reigns in terms of playing 
tricks on others and having the last word in ritualistic insults. The 
claim that "Cheers has more fun with language than any other show 
in recent memory" is true largely because of Carla’s ability to fight 
verbal battles.’̂  She usually outdoes her competition and stuns any 
attacks on her through her wit and mouth.

Carla also represents the type of the Italian American: she is 
the show’s only overtly religious character and, for the sake of 
comedy, she is thorougMy superstitious. This superstition is shared 
by Eddie LeBec, a hockey player whom Carla marries. When he 
starts to date Carla, Eddie has a slump in his career, apparently 
because Carla is jinxing him. Therefore he and Carla initiate a ritual 
of breaking up before each game. Like other outwardly strong, 
shrewd characters, Carla has a weak heart: she is crushed when her 
husband does not remember their anniversary and for the sake of 
appearances she sends herself flowers. As with all other Cheers 
characters, seenung is more imfx>rtant for Carla than being. Comedy 
stays at the surface~at the level of seeming—and shies away from 
exploring the often painful secrets hidden underneath.

Carla’s main competition used to be Diane Chambers 
(portrayed by Shelley Long), a graduate student who, on her way to a
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vacation with her professor, is left in the bar, starts working there, 
and falls in love with Sam, while always asserting her intellectual 
superiority. After her break-up with Sam, Diane has a relationship 
with Frasier Crane. But on their trip to Europe, just as they are about 
to get married, Diane breaks off the engagement, joins a convent, and 
reemerges to have a new romance with Sam, proving that in spite of 
her emphasis on intellect she prefers Sam's good looks to Frasier's 
education and financial security. But again, just as the wedding is 
being performed, Diane is told that her former professor has found a 
publisher for her novel. She leaves Sam and "Cheers," supposedly 
for six months during which she hopes to finish her book, but never 
comes back. It is not only her move from graduate student to waitress 
and her frequent defeat by Carla in their verbal battles that 
characterize Diane as comically flawed. She also has a facial tick, 
cannot always control the pitch of her voice, is allergic to Frasier's 
dog Pavlov, and occasionally threatens to bore the bar's population 
almost as much as the mailnuin Cliff.

As the name "Diane" reveals, she is a hunter. She leaves her 
upper-class home hunting for something other than a pre-arranged 
marriage. After her unsuccessful graduate studies and after the affair 
with her professor she hunts Sam, then Frasier, then again Sam, and 
finally she hunts for a career as a novelist. Diane's last name, 
"Chambers," is equally appropriate but contradicts her first name: 
Diane prefers being in her chamber, reading or writing. She is more at 
home in a study than in a bar. Diane represents the fragile but 
assertive woman taken out of her protective surroundings and 
struggling to make it in a new environment. When she leaves 
"Cheers," where she had to be a hunter, she goes back into her 
protective chamber to write.

Her intellectual nature seems out of place in the bar and is 
therefore often the source of comedy. She can't simply tell Sam that 
she hates him but instead uses expressions like "Sam Malone, you 
should be staked out naked on an anthill." But Sam proves that he 
too can think fast when he retorts, "Funny how you always have to 
bring in the word 'naked' when you thirdc about us." The comedy 
created by Diane's intellectualism suggests that the mingling of 
characters from different educational and social backgrounds, which 
is supposedly easy in "Cheers," remains rather imperfect. This point 
is further illustrated when Diane's mother or her doppelganger
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friend visit "Cheers" and when their manners and mannerisms clash 
with the bar's simplicity and crudeness. But the upper-class 
characters Diane, Frasier, and Lilith do illustrate the statement of 
the opening song that "people are all the same." Although more 
wealthy and educated, they are driven by the same motivations as 
lower-class figures; they are equally shallow tricksters and look for 
acceptance in the "Cheers" family.

After Shelley Long has walked up the stairs from "Cheers" 
for the last time in 1987, Diane is replaced by Rebecca Howe (played 
by Kristie Alley), who is employed as manager by the corporation 
that buys "Cheers." Rebecca is an assertive but insecure 
businesswoman who never quite achieves her goals. Her last name, 
"Howe," is again a telling one: she never quite knows how to make 
things work out for her, how to become romantically involved with 
Evan Drake, the company's vice president, or how to get ahead in her 
career. When she breaks a vase at a cocktail party of one of her 
company's executive directors, she doesn't know how to take the 
blame and when first Woody and then Sam confess that they broke 
the vase, both are commended by the executive director for their 
honesty. Rebecca is no more lucky with men than she is in her business 
career. When she finally ends up with Robin Colchord, whose name 
is mentioned in one breath with Donald Trump's, Robin turns out to be 
using Rebecca to gain criminal access to the company's computer 
network.

Rebecca has been resisting Sam's advances for a long time 
with wit and with the power of the boss. She does not admit openly 
that she is attracted to Sam and flattered by his interest. But in an 
episode aired in December 1990, Rebecca finally gives in to Sam's 
pursuits. However, out of respect for Rebecca, Sam treats this success 
discretely: for a whole day he denies that he slept with Rebecca. In 
this way Sam commits a serious breach of "Cheers" etiquette or 
ritual. Instead of bragging and having "the guys" celebrate his 
victory, he shows respect for a woman. When Rebecca tells him that 
it would be all right to let the others know and when she implies 
that Sam's discretion makes her feel cheated out of her position in 
the limelight, Sam now tells everyone that he slept with Rebecca. 
Thereby he commits a further breach of ritual. Nobody believes him 
because this would be the first time that Sam would have lied to "the 
guys" about his success with a woman. Carla, the spokeswoman of
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"the guys," calls this the saddest day in her life, believing that Sam 
doesn't have it in him any more and ^eiefore now nuikes up the story 
of his success with Rebecca.

And last among the bar's employees there is the type of the 
country bumpkin: Woody Boyd (played by Woody Harrelson). As an 
honest- country boy from Indiana, Woody fulfills part of the role 
Coach had before him. Like Coach, Woody is simplistic and slow- 
minded, but his apparently stupid comments often reveal deeper 
truths and make him a kind of wise fool. At the same time he is the 
ty{>e of the young man who has gone out to make it on his own and who 
is struggling with his transplantation from country to city. As the 
name "Woody" says, he is something of a woodhead. When he wants 
to bet $1,(XX) on a sports event and is asked if he even owns $1,(XX), he 
takes off one of his shoes. Asked if this is where he keepw his money. 
Woody replies, "You guys must really think I just fell off a turnip 
truck. This is the map of where the money is buried." But at the same 
time, like wood. Woody is down-to-earth, reliable, and steadfast; he 
is often more of a realist than the other characters. And like a young 
boy (as his last name "Boyd" implies). Woody is honest, uncomipt, 
and straightforward.

At one p)oint Gary from "Gary's Old Towne Tavern" comes to 
"Cheers" to make arrangements for the annual competition between 
the two bars, a time-honored ritual. That year the chosen sport is 
basketball and Gary presents to Sam two college basketball players 
who allegedly work in his bar part-time and thereby qualify to play 
on his team. When Gary asks Sam to bet on the game, Sam has to 
accept the challenge to preserve his manly honor. But when Woody 
hears "bet," he immediately says, "I'm betting on those guys." His 
realism is not impaired by manly pride. As Sam tells Woody that he 
has to bet on his own team. Woody, the wise fool, just laughs at what 
he considers to be Sam's irrationality.

The makers of Cheers also use Woody to further their 
egalitarian message. Woody, an assistant bartender and aspiring but 
unsuccessful actor, goes out with Kelly, the extremely wealthy 
daughter of a corporate executive. Although Kelly is sent to Paris for 
a year by her father so that she might forget Woody, their love 
endures, reinforcing the theme song's assertion that "people are all 
the same."
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Among the bar’s regulars Cliff Claven, Norm Peterson, and 
Frasier Crane stand out. Cliff (portrayed by John Ratzenberger) never 
fails to display his pride in working for the United States Postal 
Service and covers up his loneliness and his dependence on his mother 
through trivial knowledge in all kinds of boring fields. When he 
utters his formulaic "It's a little-known fact that. . . "  most faces turn 
away. Some characters, especially Carla, Cliff's main attacker, get 
ready for a retort as soon as they hear Cliff's formula. When Cliff 
instructs his audience, "It's a little-known fact that 42% of all deaths 
in America are caused by accidents in the home," Carla tells him, "So 
were you."

A closer look at Cliffs last name is again revealing if one 
makes "Claven" into "cloven" or "cleaved," which can mean either 
"split" or "clinging to." Cliff is clinging to his mailman's uniform, his 
buddy Norm, and above all to his mother. At the same time he has a 
"split" personality: while we know of his devotion to his mother, 
Qiff tries to appear independent; while we can see that, for example, 
the plans for a submarine on wheels which he presents to the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is nonsense. Cliff believes this to 
be a revolutionary idea; and while we know about Cliffs shyness 
with women, he talks as if he were a womanizer comparable to a Sam 
Malone. Cliff is a non-military version of the miles gloriosus: he 
prides himself on imaginary successes but is constantly set right by his 
audience. Still, he is reluctant to leave the nest which his mother 
and "Cheers" are providing for him.

Cliffs only true friend is Norman Peterson (played by George 
Wendt), the constantly unemployed accountant, interior decorator and 
painter. If Cliff is the bragging type of the miles gloriosus, Norman 
could be called a "barstool potato." As George Wendt says about his 
character, "I came, I drank, I stayed."^ Norm's home is his barstool, 
which has by now made a dent in the floor. When a client of the 
restaurant that is upstairs from "Cheers" sits on Norm’s barstool and 
refuses to give it up. Norm has to fake a heart attack to get it back. 
Like most of the main Cheers characters. Norm is unable to cope with 
disruptions of his routine. Part of this routine are Norm's ritualistic 
condescending references to his wife Vera. But although he seems to 
avoid seeing Vera (and the truth which her name signifies) 
whenever possible and has made the bar his adopted home, he does 
not take the opportunity to cheat on Vera. His condescension toward
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his wife in front of "the guys" coupled with his marital fidelity 
make Norm, as his name says, "the norm," the average middle-aged 
man. His perseverance on the barstool is alluded to in his last name, 
"Peterson." He is steady like the son of Peter.

While all characters engage in their own ritualistic 
activities. Norm's entrances into the bar are classic. He comes in, says 
"Good evening, everybody," and is unfailingly greeted by a unanimous 
"NORM." Then follows the obligatory joke. Woody may say, for 
example, "How would a beer feel, Mr. Peterson?" and Norm would 
answer, "Pretty scared if I was in the room." Or Woody might ask, 
"Would you like a beer, Mr. Peterson?" and Norm might say, "Isn't it 
a little early for that. Woody?" A perplexed Woody then asks, 
"Early for a beer, Mr. Peterson?" and Norm would answer, "No, for a 
stupid question like that." Disruptions and parodies of this ritual 
serve either as a source of comedy or as a sign that something is wrong.

The representative of a higher-income class among the 
regulars is Frasier Crane (portrayed by Kelsey Grammer), a 
psychiatrist. He is further distinguished from the other patrons 
because he is the only character who occasionally brings his wife to 
"Cheers." But in many ways Frasier is just like the bar's employees 
and other regulars: he enjoys sitting around, drinking, talking, 
denigrating his wife, and playing tricks on others. This doubleness is 
reflected in his name with "Frasier" as a fairly extravagant, 
distinguished first name coupled with the last name "Crane," which 
designates a vehicle used in construction (as well as a graceful bird). 
Like Diane's literary expertise, Frasier's psychological training is 
exploited for the sake of comedy, as it contrasts with the otherwise 
common and crude conversation in the bar.

Apart from Cliff, Norm, and Frasier, there are a few more 
regulars in the bar, but they do not have major speaking roles. With 
the exception of Frasier's wife Lilith (played by Bebe Neuwirth), all 
the bar's regulars are male. And Lilith's femininity is not stressed; in 
fact, she seems intent on hiding it by wearing business suits and by not 
opening her long hair. The ritualistic interaction of the main 
characters in their long-established roles creates a sense of safety, a 
prerequisite for comedy. This safety engenders the camivalesque 
atmosphere of Cheers. It makes the bar a place for cheers and for 
toasting to comraderie, a place "where everybody knows your name." 
"Cheers" is also a place characterized by bonding—white bonding and
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for the most part male bonding. The entrance of outsiders is therefore 
usually a matter of great concern. If the intruders are female, they 
have to cope with Sam's advances. If the intruders are male, they 
are either suspected of being spies from "Gary’s Old Towne Tavern" or 
are ostracized on very shaky grounds.

Bonding allows the major characters a prolonged adolescence, 
which is stressed by names like "Sammy" and "Cliffy" and by the 
nature of the tricks that are popular here. The protagonists work 
together to ward off intruders and challengers and to protect the 
environment that is necessary to act out their rituals. Intruders who 
disturb the bar's routine and rituals are often used to show that the 
world of "Cheers" is an ideal one, whereas the world outside is 
corrupt and hypocritical: when Rebecca offers the bar's back room for 
use by a book club, for example, the elderly women constituting this 
dub turn out to be alcoholic sex maniacs.

All the employees and regulars of the bar are Caucasian. One 
of the few Afro-American men ever to appear on the show is a nwil 
carrier called in by Cliff to beat up another outsider who challenged 
Cliff. This same man later loses his job after Cliff reports that he 
tore out the perfume sample from one of his deliveries. Latinos and 
Asian Americans are also absent from the world of "Cheers." It is true 
that the show tries to transcend social boundaries by pointing out the 
similarities and the uncomplicated interaction between characters 
from different backgrounds. But the seenung cross-section of American 
society presented in Cheers is thoroughly Caucasian. The bar's inner 
circle of bonded characters is exclusive, especially because of rituals 
that are only open to the initiated.

Exclusiveness and protection against outsiders seem also to be 
concerns of the original bar in Boston after which Cheers has been 
modeled. People magazine reported in November 1990 that the 
original bar is losing its clientele of regulars, who used to range from 
professors to office employees and construction workers, because the 
bar has become the third most visited tourist attraction of Boston. 
The similacrum is destroying the original.

University of Southern California Josef Raab

 ̂ I am using Cheers to refer to the television serial and "Cheers" 
to refer to the bar in this television serial.
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2 Quoted in Lawrence Christon, "Here’s Lookin’ at You, ’Cheers’." 
Los Angeles Times. Jul. 29,1991: F 6.

3 Interview aired in the 200th episode of Cheers. NBC, Nov. 
1990.

 ̂ Lawrence Christon, "Here’s Lookin’ at You, ’Cheers’." Los 
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5 Interview aired in the 200th episode of Cheers. NBC, Nov. 
1990.
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