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Reviewers Reviewed

Second to acceptance of a naanuscript, possibly nothing in the life 
of a book is more important than a review. A bad review can be the 
kiss of death for a book; a good one can launch an author on his way to 
the Best Seller list and a Pulitzer Prize. Everyone in the industry 
reads reviews, and their impact often dictates the life expectancy of 
a book and forces nwketing decisions about a work, even when it's in 
galley form. The first four or five published opinions on a new book 
can sometimes determine whether or not the publishing house will 
promote it or simply put it out and let it stand or fall on its corporal 
merits. One publisher reportedly requires a minimum of one-hundred 
reviews~of which no more than twenty-five may be negative—of a 
first novel to prevent it from being remaindered at the first 
opportunity. A writer's second or third title will be harder to sell on 
the heels of a book that failed to attract the positive notice of a wide 
range of book review editors across the country.

The average first novel is printed in numbers ranging around 7,500 
hardback copies. But a sell-out of the first printing is unlikely to 
yield sufficient figures to justify a reprint or a genuine push for 
paperback, overseas, book club, or film sales; not without something 
else. The something else that is most effective is the review. One 
paperback editor from Dell explained his decision not to offer a 
paperback deal on a hard cover book with only respectable sales 
figures this way:

It doesn't matter how well the book reads or how well 
we think it might sell. Reader's reports don't matter, 
and hardback sales figures usually don't count unless 
they're astronomical. What makes a difference is 
how many "kick-ass" reviews a writer has to his 
credit. That's what sells for us. That's what sells for 
the industry. If you aren't a "brand name," you'd 
better have a portfolio of hot reviews. They don't all 
have to be favorable—nothing sells like controversy— 
but they have to be strong.
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It is commonly accepted that the average reader spends more time 
reading reviews than reading books, even though most journalists will 
attest that few review readers do more than skim anything but an 
article's headline and lead, be it a book review or something else. 
But many people often base their book purchasing decisions solely 
upon reviews.

The managers of chains such as B. Dalton or Waldenbooks also 
read reviews. A random telephone survey of a dozen mall stores in 
the Southwest reveals that they read little else. As one assistant 
manager for Waldenbooks in Tulsa, Oklahoma, told me: "I read forty 
or fifty reviews a week. I haven't the time to read the books, and 
f)eople want to know what I think when they come in. That's my job, 
to tell them what's hot, what's not." He went on to note that not all 
Best Sellers correspond to good reviews. "Everybody hated [James] 
Michener's Texas" he said, "but it outsold the new Danielle Steele 
two to one. It also outsold T. R. Ferhenbach's Lone Star, which is 
probably a better book and sold for half the price, but nobody 
reviewed it." A regional manager for the same chain asserts that 
they never buy any book for distribution in their stores unless the book 
has been favorably reviewed by a "majority" of newspapers in that 
region. National distribution in Waldenbooks' shop>s, he reported, 
usually requires a minimum of a full column's positive notice in The 
New York Times, or at least a paperback sale.

Because the business of such publications as the New York Times 
Book Review is almost exclusively book reviews, readers can count on 
a more or less comprehensive survey of book publication each week, or 
at least a large listing of titles which the editors have gleaned from 
publishers' publicity bulletins, catalogues, and direct-mail notices. 
But like many nationally prominent reviews, the NYTBR does not 
always pay attention to presses which do not participate in strong 
national distribution; hundreds of books issued each year by small 
publishers are never reviewed by any national publications at all. 
Thus, even positive reviews in the NYTBR or VJashington Post or LA 
Times have little real effect on a book's suitability for potential 
readers. In New York or Washington D.C. or Los Angeles, these 
publications may have a powerful impact on subscribers, but their 
effects are substantially reduced in the hinterlands of the South, 
Mid- or Southwest, where book publishing—and book buying—also go 
on.
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Thus, any review is better than none at all, regardless of what a 
bookstore manager says or of whether the review is good or bad. The 
point is that if a review is favorable, great; if not, then the author 
can count on a book buyer's remembering that he or she has read 
something about it before and perhaps buying it. A reader will often 
respond to a negative review by checking out a title for himself. 
After all, an opinion that says a book is too sexy, or too violent, might 
actually recommend a book to people who like that sort of thing. 
About the only truly damning comment a reviewer can make is that 
the book is boring or, perhaps, too intellectual.

Given the importance that reviews play within the publishing 
industry, it seems odd that even a cursory glance through a collection 
of weekly reviews suggests that few reviewers are professional or 
even well-educated critics. Many are staff reporters, freelance 
writers, college professors, graduate students, school teachers, or are 
authors themselves; sometimes they are frustrated writers and poets 
who have failed to see their own work succeed, and their attitudes 
toward books by other authors may be tinged with envy or jealousy, 
and they may sometimes write unfavorably of books they admire and 
recommend books that fail to stimulate them in any way. Some 
writers only accept review assignments for the money the publication 
pays for them.

Most of the time, integrity runs high in the business of newspaper 
editing, but few newspapers have budgets that permit book editors to 
maintain a regular "stable" of paid professional book critics. For 
years, one major city daily assigned the Sunday book reviews to 
whichever editors were having a "slow week" in their own 
departments; in another instance, according to a current book editor of 
another metropolitan daily, a cleaning lady in the building reviewed 
books for the "Arts Section" for years, although she never completed 
high school and wrote out her reviews by hand. She needed the 
money, and the editor, who had neither the time nor interest to invest 
in book reviews, was glad to have her do the work. Today, there is a 
"book critic" listed on the masthead of a large Texas city's daily, 
who works without pay or guarantee that his reviews will even be 
published; the critic for the San Antonio Express-News is among the 
many book editors for major papers who work only part time and for 
small salaries. But there is, of course, no way for the average reader 
to know just how seriously a publication takes its book review pages.
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Those reviewers who do write critiques for a living sometimes 
review as many as six to ten books a week: few professional editors 
and agents can manage that schedule even if they speed read. Thus, 
professional reviewers often write about books they haven't finished, 
or have read hurriedly, or have merely skipped through. For both 
substance and opinion, they often rely on the plot summaries and 
scenarios that publishers enclose in review copies or even on other 
reviews. They wouldn't confess this even under torture, perhaps, but 
identical errors in summaries show up often enough in reviews to raise 
suspicions about how closely some books are read. In her critique of 
my own book of previously published essays on Larry McMurtry's 
novels, for example, an El Paso reviewer complained that she was 
amazed and not a little offended that so many articles could have 
been written "by these college professors" so quickly on a writer who 
had only recently won the Pulitzer Prize. Had she even glanced at 
the table of contents of the volume or the Preface, she would have 
noted that of the forty-plus essays included, only eight were new and 
written specifically for the volume; the rest represented nearly 
thirty years of criticism on McMurtry's work. Also, fewer than half 
were by "college professors."

The hierarchy of periodicals which run reviews is as follows: 
the trades (Library Journal, Publisher's Weekly, Kirkus Reviews, 
etc.) which publish short but decisive recommendations as early as 
two months before a book's release date; the pulpsj (daily and weekly 
newspapers and their supplements); the slicks (weekly magazines); 
the very slick monthlies (Esquire, Ladies’ Home Journal, Playboy, 
Texas Monthly, etc.) which time their reviews in the same month as 
a book's release date; and then a few special review periodicals such 
as The New York Review of Books, The New York Times Book 
Review, the West Coast Review, or The Times Literary Supplement 
which will time reviews about a week or so prior to a book's 
publication date. The wire services review as well, although few 
first-rate papers carry these, and when they do, they often cut them 
to fit space available. There are also reviews in what might be 
called "intellectual" publications such as Three Penny Review, or 
Bloomsbury Review; and there are hundreds of scholarly journals 
that carry essay-reviews of contemporary writing. Because these are 
published quarterly or biannually and sometimes review books as
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much as a year following the publication date, their impact on the 
life of a book in the conunerdal market is usually small.

New and relatively unknown writers' works are rarely reviewed 
in the slicks; thus the most important of these periodicals for first or 
second books are the pulp reviews. A review in a daily paper, 
particularly one with a prominent book page or regular columnists, is 
more important than a review in a weekly, unless it is a weekly that 
offers a separate arts supplement or magazine directed toward local 
interests. Large city dailies are more important than small city 
dailies not only because of a difference in circulation, but also because 
they tend to review several times a week, not just on Sunday.

The trades tend to review almost all new books, at least briefly. 
Librarians and other reviewers read the trades to select what to order 
or what to review; so they are important for initial sales if the 
review is good, and less so if the review is bad. A quick survey of 
several of the trades over the past two years reveals that they tend 
to give about 60% bad reviews, about 10% raves, and the remainder 
fall into the plot-summary and the ho-hum class: reviews published 
with no specific recommendation one way or the other.

The process of assigning books from publishers to reviewer outlets 
follows a fairly consistent pattern. About three months before 
publication of a new book, an author is asked to supply the publisher 
with a list of newspapers, magazines, or individuals who might be 
interested in reviewing his/her book. This list is merged with a 
master list the publisher uses for all books of a particular type or 
genre. Galleys of the book are then mailed out to these book review 
editors and to any other editors who are believed to be receptive 
either to a particular sort of book or to a particular author. Just before 
the publication date, fiiushed copies are furnished to the rest of the 
combined lists, particularly to individual writers or freelance 
reviewers who might be willing to try to place a review on their own.

The timing of this process of sending galleys to reviewers is 
crucial and can have a profound effect on advance sales and 
promotion, particularly since publishers’ sales representatives and 
large book distribution companies' salesmen also read book reviews to 
learn what's hot and what's not. I was told, for example, that in the 
case of C. W. Smith's novel, Buffalo Nickel (Poseidon, 1989), galleys 
were not sent to the trades on schedule, so the book's publication date
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was set back in order to give Publisher's Weekly, among others, a shot 
at it.

In addition to the book or galleys, the book editors often receive a 
"poop sheet" with a mini-biography of the author, a brief synopsis of 
the book, "blurbs" by well known authors who recommend the book, 
and, in some cases, copies of positive advance reviews from the 
trades, and any pertinent information about the book which will help 
publicize it. TTie author's photograph is sometimes included as well.

Once the book arrives, there is no standardized method of 
distributing books for review for a newspaper's book page. If there is 
a regular or at least a part time book editor, however, he ordinarily 
selects from the six or seven those he wants to review personally, then 
exercises one or more of the following options with regard to the rest: 
1. The book is assigned to a publication staff writer to review for a 
specific deadline; 2. The book is assigned to an outside, freelance 
writer who has expressed an interest in reviewing for the paper; 3. 
The book is reviewed by a freelancer or a staff member who has 
written or called the book editor and requested the chance to review 
it; 4. The book is selected from "the table," or "the cabinet," a 
repository for unreviewed books somewhere in the paper's offices by 
someone-sometimes anyone-who might want to review it.

Although this system may seem capricious or even irresponsible, 
it is important to bear in mind that on average, and at any given time 
during the year, a book editor of a large city daily can expect to 
receive between fifty and a hundred bool» a week on topics ranging 
from house repairs to horror, from science fiction to scientific sex, from 
espionage to eating habits, from politics to pulp westerns, from 
contemporary romance to car maintenance. It is impossible for even a 
fraction of these books to be reviewed. Some editors try to "group" 
books by these themes for a particular edition. Regardless, a review 
may not be published if advertising demands on a particular day 
commands the book review sp>ace or if a big news story concerning an 
author or book breaks before deadline. (Remember, book reviews are 
filler.) Even when a review is finally published, it is sometimes cut 
for length, sometimes without regard for logic or content; once in a 
while a review that was meant to be a bull turns into a steer under the 
copy-editor's knife.

Sometimes a p>ersonal call from the author or publisher can 
stimulate my editor friend to retrieve a discarded volume from the



Reviewers Reviewed 11

"bone pile," but most of these go to charity hospitals, public libraries, 
and church thrift shops. In New York, The Strand Bookstore 
specializes in selling discarded review copies for half price, and 
similar book stores exist in other cities.

How books are selected for reviews in the slick and very slick 
magazines remains a mystery. Newsweek, Time, and even Playboy 
and The New Yorker all assert that their methods of selecting books 
and assigning reviews are codified and carefully scrutinized for 
integrity, but an editor for a prominent New York-based magazine 
also told me, "I don’t like to review new authors I haven't discovered 
myself," and she admitted that sometimes a well-timed lunch or 
other "perk" can sway her selections for a given issue. In all the 
slicks, books are assigned for review by an editor, but like many daily 
papers, some of the slicks have no book editor projjer, but only an Arts 
or Entertainment Editor or Staff which includes book reviews in its 
purview.

This system works differently in national publications such as 
The New York Times Book Review, or in papers and magazines where 
all book reviews are assigned to reviewers who are screened for 
conflicts of interest, but not always for ability. In a telephone 
interview with a New York Times editor, for example, I had to assure 
her that I had no connection with the book, author, publisher, or 
anyone else who might be connected to the work she was assigning to 
me for review. She did not, however, ask me for a writing sample or 
copies of my previously published work. I obtained the review 
assignment simply by writing and asking for the opportunity.

All review publications are sensitive to "occasional" reviews. 
New or even newish writers will also take a back seat to new books by 
noted or popular writers. At certain times of the year, Christmas and 
Mother’s Day for example, cook books, how-to books, and health- 
fitness books take priority over novels, histories, and 
autobiographies; art and travel books and technical books are 
popular at Christmas and Father’s Day. Around Valentine’s day, 
books about love and having a healthy sex life are usually found on 
review sections’ front pages, and the occult is as popular around 
Halloween as American and military history are around Memorial 
Day and the Fourth of July. Ethnic and regionally oriented titles also 
take precedence when certain holidays and memorials come up on the
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calendar. Certainly the death of any prominent writer can knock two 
to four reviews off the schedule.

Even a carefully thought-out review by a professional critic, who 
is an expert in a particular book's area, who begins a book with an 
opjen mind and thoroughly reads it, and who objectively measures it 
against a body of other writing still represents only one opinion of a 
work. Readers and publishers who are swayed by that opinion, 
positively or negatively, are allowing someone they don't know to 
make decisions for them. They forget that reviewers are merely 
p>eople, individual and potentially fallible readers, who may or may 
not have been carefully chosen to critique a particular title. A 
common statement may be, "The Times loved (hated) it," but the 
truth is that the Times' reviewer hated it. The newspaper or 
magazine itself does not (and should not) dictate policy concerning 
the opinions of its staff or freelance reviewers.

Writers who say, "I never read reviews!" are usually lying unless 
they are established authors whose works will sell regardless of 
what critics say about them. Even famous authors often reveal in 
interviews that they have more than a dim awareness of what has 
been said about their work in print. They know that their editors are 
keeping a sharp eye on their books' "box scores," measured in the 
country's book review pages.

Writers may carp and cavil that the future of their careers has 
been slowed and maybe killed by "newspaper hacks," by "pwmpous 
professors who teach at podunk colleges in towns so small you 
wouldn't even stop in one to change a flat," or "knee-jerk liberals," or 
"fascist astigmatics," or even by "unlettered morons who think a 
Harlequin Romance is a classic," but they do care about anything that 
has an impact on sales. They may not understand how the initial 
judgments of their agents and editors can be casually set aside because 
of the published criticism of a graduate school drop-out from the 
Bronx, or an unemployed high school poetry teacher from Fort Worth, 
or a retired home economics professor from Twin Falls—descriptions 
that would fit any number of reviewers from coast to coast—but they 
will ultimately acknowledge that their professional futures are in 
large measure dep>endent ujx)n that published criticism, regardless of 
who writes it. Finally, they will celebrate the good reviews and 
mourn the bad.
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Only the most perverse and insecure try to attack their critics 
directly when the reviews are bad, and some authors have been 
known to write thank-you notes to reviewers who wrote perceptively, 
honestly, and, of course, positively. It’s always nice to see one’s name 
in print, especially when the review is complimentary; when it’s not, 
it gives most writers a starting place for cocktail party conversation; 
i.e., "What does he know? He hated Bill Kennedy’s stuff, too."

Denton, Texas Qay Reynolds





The Failure of 
Objectivity in Journalism: 

Intimations of a New Paradigm

Objectivity in the news media has created widespread interest 
among researchers, who regularly try to discover what it means to 
journalists and how they apply it to their work. The purpose of this 
article is to identify and analyze the major perspectives taken by 
critical scholars on the role of objectivity in journalism in an effort to 
demonstrate that these scholars have reached a consensus that the 
concept of objectivity has failed as a philosophical and practical 
foundation for modem journalistic practice. I also hope to provide 
suggestions for the future direction of research on this subject.

The historian Michael Schudson's simple description of the 
belief in objectivity in journalism would probably satisfy most 
journalists and researchers in communications:

. . . the belief that one can and should separate facts 
from values. Facts, in this view, are assertions about 
the world open to independent validation . . . .
Values, in this view, are an individual's conscious or 
unconscious preferences for what the world should be 
(5).

In this explanation, I take values to imply both opinions and 
attitudes, because the words "conscious preferences" suggest opinions 
while the words "unconscious preferences" suggest attitudes.

I will follow Schudson's description in this article. Objectivity 
will represent the segregation of facts and values, a condition in 
which facts are separated from opinions and attitudes (6). 
Subjectivity will represent the integration of facts and values, a 
contrasting condition in which opinions and attitudes are included 
with facts. I am concerned with subjectivity in journalism here only as 
it contrasts with objectivity. I will limit my discussion of subjectivity 
to a recognition of its existence as the ever-present and much-feared 
converse side of objectivity.
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In order to place what follows in perspective, I will briefly 
discuss the rise of the concept of objectivity within American 
journalism. I will then analyze the three perspectives that best 
represent the range of views within critical communications research 
on the challenges journalists face in attempting to practice objectivity 
in their work.

Schudson and Dan Schiller attributed the rise of objectivity to a 
complex combination of social, economic, and political forces within 
society that helped to create the Penny Press in the 1820s (Also see 
Shaw). According to Schudson, the modem concept of objectivity 
evolved in the twentieth century, because journalists recognized that 
so-called "facts" were often simply subjective interpretations of the 
world, interpretations that individuals had shaped and 
manipulated to serve their selfish interests. The belief in objectivity 
simply represented "an ideology of the distrust of self," a desperate 
reaction to the fear of subjectivity (71). Ironically, this modem belief 
in objectivity was accompanied by the growing paradoxical belief 
among journalists in the twentieth century that such impartiality 
was impossible but that journalists should attempt to attain it 
anyway:

Journalists came to believe in objectivity to the extent 
that they did, because they wanted to, needed to, 
were forced by ordinary human aspiration to seek 
escape from their own deep convictions of doubt and 
drift (159).

Schiller went much farther than Schudson in one major 
interpretation of the historical record. Schiller argued that the 
penny press's use of objective reporting methods created a 
legitimation of the American system of law which, at the time, was 
dominated by the rich and powerful (123). Schiller argued that the 
penny press’s dedication to objectivity prohibited it from forming 
value judgments of any kind, including value judgments about a justice 
system that gave legal preference to the rich (149). He suggested 
that the modem press continue to rely on a similar set of beliefs that 
ultimately provide authority to the establishment, and become a 
means for "legitimating the exercise of social power over the 
interpretation of reality" (196).
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Schiller’s argument is important here, because it implies that, by 
withholding their own value judgments, journalists prevented their 
readers from receiving an important alternative insight into the 
nature of reality. The version of reality most available to the public 
was the version favored by the power elite, a version that the elite 
provided as official spokesmen--and they were almost all men—for 
the status quo and which contained the values that they wished to 
propagate. The journalists, who were careful to omit their own values 
from their reports, therefore inevitably communicated the values of 
the power elite instead. In Schiller’s view, then, objectivity is a 
potentially negative standard while subjectivity can have a 
potentially positive outcome.

Schudson and Schiller also recognized the complexity of the 
concept of objectivity and the resulting difficulty that journalists 
have always had in putting the concept into practice. This 
recognition helps to prepare us for more specific explanations of why 
critical scholars have concluded that the concept of objectivity has 
failed as a foundation for modern journalistic practice. The 
difficulties journalists face in preventing their own conscious and 
unconscious values as well as society’s values from influencing the 
reports they write is the most obvious starting point for this 
discussion.

Personal and social values which represent journalists’ basic 
assumptions—about civilization, about politics, about religion—are 
extremely difficult to compartmentalize and ignore in order to 
concentrate solely on the facts in an event. If these values were shown 
to be strong influences on the production of news, that would contradict 
the basic principle of the concept of objectivity that journalists must 
report facts without value. C^e focus of study in this area has 
attempted to determine how dominant political ideologies within 
democratic societies influence both the journalists and the public. 
This research has attempted to discover the frame of reference that 
"governs the way we perceive our world and ourselves . . . (and) 
controls what we see as ’natural’ or ’obvious’" (Becker 69).

Critics who have followed this ideological line of inquiry have 
chosen the Marxist concept of "hegemony" to explain how these 
influences work, but they have redefined the concept to mean not so 
much the control of one nation by another as the control of the 
"cultural, intellectual and moral direction" of classes within a society
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by the dominant classes (Becker 69). This argument presents such 
control as not entirely a conscious conspiracy of one class over another 
but partly as a predisposition for the majority of individuals within 
a society to be socialized to think alike.

The media critic Stuart Hall (1982) argued that such control 
within the news media exists as a subtle process "by means of which 
certain events get recurrently signified in particular ways" (The 
Rediscovery of 'Ideology' 69). By historical and cultural tradition, 
similar events are told and retold by journalists and others in similar 
ways until only certain interpretations are valid for certain events. 
This creates a circular process which affects the individual 
journalist. Because the news media have always portrayed events in 
particular ways, the journalists themselves see the world partly in 
the way they have learned to see it through the news media.

Hall also argued that the concept of objectivity has itself become 
a kind of ideology to which journalists subscribe, an ideology that 
expects those journalists to translate events into reports using methods 
that would guarantee that their reports are democratic and non- 
ideological. Ironically, these beliefs have the op|X)site effect—they 
result in a confirmation of the control of society by the dominant 
social and economic classes (Media Power 21).

This confirmation results from the journalists’ belief that in order 
to communicate the facts properly, they must impartially present the 
views of all important sides of an event or issue. Although such a 
belief may seem innocent enough on the surface, in practice it results in 
a situation in which the dominant forces in society, such as the 
representatives of the major political parties, will routinely be heard 
on almost every issue. Such leaders become incorporated into a closed 
system composed of an elite list of opposing forces that journalists 
must routinely consult to ensure objectivity. Indeed, in a study that 
supports Hall's argument, one team of communications researchers 
concluded after surveying the literature that the concept of 
objectivity has worked most of all to convince news workers to ignore 
other characteristics of their sources as long as they are official 
(Taylor and Condit 293).

However, the ability to reach the public frequently is not the 
only advantage that society's elite enjoys. Because of the belief in 
impartiality among journalists, the elite are also ensured that their 
views will automatically be considered important, whether those
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individual viewpoints deserve such serious treatment on their own 
merits or not. When confronted with opposing viewpoints, the 
journalist simply applies the lowest common denominator, makes 
certain the opposing viewpoints are given an equal number of 
arguments to justify their positions, as if the opposing arguments were 
also equally convincing and valid (Hall, Media Power 22).

The implication of this process is to create the expectation that 
the two sides will (and probably should) develop a compromise to 
resolve their disagreement, no matter how unjust the outsiders believe 
the {X)sition of the dominant classes to be and no matter how 
unsatisfactory the compromise may be to them. In this way, 
individual journalists become the unwitting creations of their own 
ideology of objectivity which makes it extremely difficult for them to 
report facts without value.

Some researchers have argued that the workways and 
conventions that journalists routinely follow also often make the 
pursuit of objectivity ineffectual. According to the sociologist Gaye 
Tuchman, the concept of objectivity serves merely as a "strategic 
ritual," one routine practice among many that journalists use to help 
them function with a minimum of irritation (Making News). In this 
view, journalists use the concept of objectivity primarily to avoid 
being personally criticized for what they report: they can simply 
claim that they are only acting as messengers and reporting the facts.

According to Tuchman, however, journalists do not simply collect 
and report facts; instead, they are engaged in a process of 
"constructing reality" by following well-established "institutional 
processes in which news work is embedded" (Making News 12). 
Tuchman argued that the "facts" do not exist in the real world in the 
form in which they eventually appear. Rather, news organizations 
have developed rigid frames of reference for identifying specific 
types of news stories in order to synchronize their production 
schedules with the time schedules of the bureaucracies that provide 
the raw materials for their product. Events, which may vary 
considerably, are stereotyped to correspond to one of these 
predeternuned types in a framing process Tuchman defines as "the 
social construction of patterned ways of looking at the world" 
(Consciousness Industries 331).

The use of stereotypes, a process which "consists of imposing 
standardized assumptions over events and conditions," has many
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advantages for news workers in terms of quickly processing quantities 
of facts into easily recognizable categories (Gitlin 264). For example, 
when a journalist decides that a fact is newsworthy because it is 
unusual, that decision implies that the journalist has also decided 
what is usual or normal. When such decisions are made wholesale 
about a class of facts, such as the assumption most journalists make 
that fads from California are usually bizarre, such decisions become 
stereotypes, standardized explanations that defeat the spirit of 
objectivity, because they apply value judgments to new facts without 
analyzing them independently (Cans 201).

The rhythms and conventions developed by journalistic 
organizations construct a "web of facticity" out of the events in the 
external world, a process which relies on the form and style of news 
stories to eliminate much idiosyncrasy from the facts and which 
encourages official sources to create the facts that satisfy the 
conventions of news construction (Tuchman, Making News 86). Thus, in 
this view, the meaning of facts, which the concept of objectivity 
assumes to be present and obvious in the external world, is itself a 
creation of the journalistic process.

The work of other scholars who have focused on the systems 
approach to studying the news media suggests that journalists' 
relationships with their sources interfere with those journalists' 
attempts to be objective. The systems approach to the study of 
fx)litical communications establishes a framework for examining the 
various components at work in the process of political communication 
in liberal-democratic societies (Gurevich and Blumler, Tracey). The 
importance of that research for this study is the finding that the 
relationships that develop between journalists and politicians often 
become more important to the journalists than dedication to 
objectivity.

Blumler and Gurevich, who studied the relationships between 
p>oliticians and journalists during election campaigns, suggested that a 
"shared culture" emerges between politicians and the press (481). In 
this culture, the relationships between journalists and politicians 
become regulated by a number of norms, only one of which is 
objectivity. Other norms, including a privileged position for those in 
power and established methods for resolving conflicts, are seen as 
very significant components of this culture. In fact, even "the needs of 
the audience may be relegated to a back seat" by both politicians and
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journalists in their preoccupation with acconunodating one another 
(490).

Clearly, this discussion has demonstrated that the concept of 
objectivity in journalism is a flawed construct that has proven 
extremely difficult for journalists to incorporate within traditional 
journalistic practice. The concept has created an inescapable and 
insurmountable conflict between the belief that journalists must 
separate facts from values and the basic realities both of human 
psychology and the daily fimctioning of the journalistic enterprise.

First, journalists have been unable to ignore the influence of their 
backgrounds, beliefs, and culture in an effort to prevent their 
subjective realities from intruding into their work. In a hopeless 
endeavor to suppress their most natural impulses, journalists have 
only n\ade the sp>ecter they hoped to destroy loom larger. Second, the 
everyday conventions, workways, and rhythms that journalists 
follow in gathering information have made it impossible for that 
information to conform to the standards of objectivity. In fact, it has 
been partly the desire to follow those standards in the first place 
that has created some of the conventions that cause journalists to 
sometimes unintentionally distort the facts. Finally, the systems 
that have evolved within liberal-democratic societies that regulate 
the relationships between journalists and their sources have tended to 
create other values among journalists that often conflict with and 
supersede their belief in objectivity.

All this evidence and all these arguments seem to point 
relentlessly to one conclusion: the belief in objectivity has become 
insupportable and unworkable for contemporary journalists and 
should be abandoned. However, were journalists to follow such a 
course and relinquish their belief in objectivity, with what would 
they replace it? This question is an extremely difficult one, because it 
brings us to the fear of subjectivity, the "distrust of self” that 
Schudson has found lurking so ominously behind the belief in 
objectivity throughout the twentieth century, the determination 
among journalists not to perm it their opinions and attitudes to be 
included along with the facts in their work. Reese has argued that 
objectivity is still central to the "news paradigm" (393). Journalists 
seem no more ready than ever to examine their fear of subjectivity 
that leaves the principle of objectivity so firmly entrenched.
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But what are the real dangers of this demon, subjectivity, that 
must be exorcised at all costs? If the journalists themselves are unable 
to face these dangers, then, perhaps, critical scholars of the media 
can confront them. These scholars could, if they wished, leave the 
tired issue of objectivity behind and turn the line of inquiry on its 
head by undertaking the study of subjectivity in journalism. They 
could acknowledge that subjectivity exists as an important component 
in journalists' work and that an analysis of subjectivity in journalism 
is of crucial importance to an honest understanding of the journalistic 
endeavor.

Their inquiry into subjectivity could include a reexamination of 
the historical development of journalism that builds on Dan 
Schiller's implications concerning the positive aspects of subjectivity, 
an examination of non-traditional journalistic forms such as literary 
journalism which incorporates subjectivity into its texts, an 
exploration of the use of subjectivity in texts created by women 
journalists and others whose work has often been rejected or ignored in 
traditional journalism. Perhaps, by undertaking such an inquiry, 
these critical scholars could create a new approach to the practice of 
journalism that would prove far more defensible for the next 
generations of journalists than the concept of objectivity has provided 
the last generations.

Millersville University Paul Belgrade
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Avatars
Of The Third Other

The Copemican and Darwinian revolutions in science sent seismic 
shocks along two vulnerable cultural faults in the West: one secular, 
the other religious. The consequences for organized religion and for 
society at large have been so thoroughly documented that sometimes 
we have to remind ourselves that for Copernicus and Darwin—and for 
Galileo—the issue was nature, not religion. I submit this warmed- 
over historical truism, because in my view it is not Western man's 
contemporary attitudes toward God, but his attitudes toward nature, 
which threaten to alter or even overturn long-cherished notions of 
what constitutes "self” and what constitutes the metaphysical 
"Other." Today, metaphysical or mythopoetic "Otherness" exists as 
part of a cultural discourse which is rooted in technology; in 
attempting to register its current status on a scale of technological 
values, I will focus here on some reconceptualizings of what nature is, 
or what it means, in the institutions of post-industrial American 
society.

"Other" is so broad a concept that a fundamental difference exists 
in philosophers’ attempts to pin it down. The difference springs from 
essential conceptions of the ontological distance between self and 
Other. In "transcendental philosophy"—i.e., the philosophies of 
Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre—the Other functions as an "Alien I," 
quite apart from the individual self. In "philosophies of dialogue," 
on the other hand—in Martin Buber’s ontology, for instance—the 
Other is more nearly a "Thou"—a partner in dialogue or dialectics. 
The existential thought of Karl Jaspers comes somewhere in between 
these two extremes. (Theunissen 1-2).

Postmodernist critic Ihab Hassan points to a myriad of 
transcendental Others, including nature, the numinous, and "all 
things counter":

(for Freud the Other i s ) . . .  a mother’s breast; Sartre, 
the gaze of another; Lacan, the no/name of the 
father; a physicist, nature; a tribesman. Manna; a 
theologian, the numinous; a romantic, ’all things 
counter, original, spare, strange’ (Hopkins). . .  (430).
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What happens to secularized notions of transcendental 
"Otherness" in mass culture when the balance of power between man 
and nature shifts increasingly in man's favor? In the following 
discussion my response to this question will be based on three 
interrelated premises: 1) In American culture the principal Other is 
and always has been nature, within which Protestant splinter 
religions, or spin-offs from Calvinism, are merely contextualized; 2) 
The fundamental relationship between self and nature-as-Other 
begins to change significantly around the mid-nineteenth century; 3) 
150 years later, we are witnessing, especially in the ways nature is 
perceived and programmed in nuiss m ^ ia  culture, the emergence of a 
new philosophical category of "Other" to take its place beside the 
conventional systems of transcendental and dialogic. This putative 
category I will call the internalized Other.

The secular history of nature-as-Other in American life has a 
tripartite evolution. The first, or "Absolute Other" stage occurs very 
early in American history, coterminous with the neo-Calvinist reign 
of Puritanism, and takes two forms, secular (the intransigence of 
nature—its "out-thereness") and religious (the omnipotent power of 
God).

The sense of being in an unforgiving, relentless world-in-nature is 
found everywhere in colonial writing—in Mary Rowlandson's 
"narrative" of 1682, for instance, which concerns her capture by 
Indians during "King Philip's War": "We began this remove with 
wading over Baguag River: the water was up to the knees, and the 
stream very swift, and so cold that I thought it would have cut me in 
sunder. I was so weak and feeble, that I reeled as I went along, and 
thought there I must end my days at last, after my bearing and getting 
through so many difficulties." (qtd. in Baym et al. 160-161). One 
finds the same consciousness of danger-in-nature, or the implacable 
Otherness of natural environments, in William Byrd's simple prose of 
a generation later: "The land we marched over was for the most part 
broken and stony and in some places covered over with thickets 
almost impenetrable." (qtd. in Baym et al. 290). In the writings of 
early Americans like Rowlandson and Byrd (and William Bradford, 
who had dubbed the coast of Massachusetts a "hideous wilderness" as 
he gazed ashore from the deck of the Mayflower), nature's callous 
indifference to human suffering rings a frequent and familiar note.
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Religious expressions of the "absolute Other" stage in American 
consciousness are so pervasive that they are often found in unlikely 
places~in the writings of a skeptic like Thontas Paine, for instance, 
who, while reviling Christian custom, nonetheless pays tribute to the 
sovereign creator:

The Almighty lecturer, by displaying the principles 
of science in the structure of the universe, has invited 
man to study and to imitation. It is as if He had said 
to the inhabitants of this globe that we call ours, "I 
have made an earth for man to dwell upon, and I 
have rendered the starry heavens visible, to teach 
him science and the arts." (qtd. in Baym et al. 606).

Paine's contemporary, Phillis Wheatley, an important black 
writer, would have been shocked by Paine’s anticlerical sentiments, 
but she shared Paine's sense of an absolute Other governing the 
cosmos:

O'er beings infinite His love extends.
His wisdom rules them, and His power defends.
When tasks diverse tire from human frame.
The spirits faint, and dim the vital flame.
Then too that ever active bounty shines.
Which not infinity of space confines.
(qtd. in Baym et al 674).

Finally, in the writings of Jonathan Edwards, bom half a century 
before Wheatley, the complementary consciousness of Other-in 
nature and Other-in-God, respectively, come together:

God's excellency. His wisdom. His purity and love, 
seemed to app>ear in everything: in the sun, moon and 
stars; in the clouds, and blue skies, in the grass, 
flowers, trees; in the water, and all nature; which 
used greatly to fix my mind. I often used to sit and 
view the moon for a long time, and so in the daytime 
spent much time in viewing the clouds and sky to
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behold the sweet glory of God in these things . . .
(qtd. in Baym et al. 304).

Note that Edwards’ twofold sense of being-in-the-world-of- 
r\ature is preserved even as a) nature is p>erceived as a reflection of the 
Almighty, and b) Edwards celebrates beauty-in-nature, thus offering 
a paean which is in vivid contrast to Rowlandson's and Byrd's 
descriptions of danger-in-nature. From the "sweet glory" of Edwards’ 
blue skies to the "broken and stony" land of William Byrd, nature 
swells the progress of early American writing with a multiplicity of 
half-lives. Whether p>erceived as beautiful or dangerous, however, 
its Otherness is always interpreted as wholly sovereign.

The second major stage in the evolution of an American 
metaphysics is unabashedly secular and coincides with the gradual 
breakdown of Calvinism and its myriad progeny, and the more rapid 
waning of transcendentalism and its related quasi-philosophical 
spin-off movements in the nineteenth century. The appearance of this 
second stage coincides with three parallel and interrelated 
phenomena in Western culture: the rise of science, the rise of
capitalism, and the increasing donunance of a new imago hominis of 
Western man as a denizen of urban environments far from 
Wordsworthian dells and pastures—i.e., an excommunicate from 
eighteenth century Rousseauesque cults of nature. This urban 
expression of the second, or what I choose to call the "ambiguous 
Other" stage in American secular life, is characterized by the 
familiar categories of loneliness and alienation which began to 
emerge in the mid-nineteenth century as watermarks of the American 
urban experience. The sense of drift, of the blurring of a clearly 
defined line between self and Other, is expressed by Theodore Dreiser 
in the famous in\age (1900) of Sister Carrie's rocking chair going 
nowhere. Half a century before the publication of Sister Carrie, 
however, an even sharper literary image of the ambiguous equipoise 
between self and Other may be found in Herman Melville's classic 
parable of American urban life, "Bartleby the Scrivener," which was 
first published in 1853 in Putnam's Magazine.

In "Bartleby," the story of a strange, intransigent fellow who 
comes to work as a law-copyist in a Wall Street firm, and who 
"prefers not to" do most of the tasks which the puzzled, exasperated 
narrator-employer demands of him, Melville paints a picture of
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warding metaphysical values in a techno-capitalist society. For the 
Puritans, typological signs were perceived in every facet of daily life 
as evidence of the robust existence of a spiritual "Other." Even a 
misplaced letter or a dropped thimble, a pricked finger or a sudden 
hailstorm might constitute an earthly signifier, a divinely-inspired 
lesson to be learned. In New York of the 1850s, the metaphysical 
landscape has changed a great deal. "The connection between signs 
and significance," as Michael Clark points out in a study of 
"Bartleby," "[is] no longer secure." Bartleby, quite simply, is a 
mystery, or a human sign without a signified. In Puritan America, 
even in Jonathan Edwards' latter-day brand of Puritanism, such a 
fractured idiom was unthinkable. Clark emphasizes the cultural 
changes between the two American eras:

Touched by his own sense of a 'Puritanic gloom,' at one 
point the narrator turns to Jonathan Edwards for 
solace and advice and conducts a persistent if 
somewhat self-conscious and embarrassed quest for 
Bartleby's soul as a means of restoring discipline to 
his office and a placid surface to his life. But what 
worked in Salem fails on Wall Street (136-137).

Bartleby serves several thematic functions in Melville's story. 
Because he is a living critique of the narrator's desire to live life on a 
"placid surface," the genial, befuddled boss emerges as Melville's 
archetypal American bourgeois, a distant cousin of Flaubert's 
pharmacist Homais in Madame Bovary. Bartleby's fellow workers in 
the copyist firm have also chosen to live life on a superficial level, a 
decision reflected in their habits of language. Leo Marx n\akes a 
connection between the speech of Nippers and Turkey and Bartleby's 
favorite word, "prefer":

When Nippers and Turkey use the word 'prefer' it is 
only because they are unconsciously imitating the 
manner, the surface vocabulary of the truly 
independent writer [Bartleby]; they say 'prefer,' but 
in the course of the parable they never make any real 
choices (25).
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Marx makes the important point that "Bartleby the Scrivener" is 
a "parable of walls," whose appropriate setting is Wall Street, 
which by the 1850s had already become the financial heart of 
American capitalism, industry, and technological progress. Melville 
has chosen the imagery of walls to suggest, among other things, the 
shift in American values from the "absolute-Other" Puritan 
orientation to a hermetic urban culture whose metaphysical desire for 
typological signs is losing touch with meaningful signifieds. The 
image of the wall persists to the end of "Bartleby," when the 
mysterious scrivener is hauled off to prison. For Bartleby, nothing 
really changes:

. . . the important thing is that he [Bartleby] still 
fronts the same dead-wall which has always 
impinged upon his consciousness, and ufx)n the mind of 
the (sic) man since the beginning of time.. . .  Bartleby 
has come as close to the wall as any n «n  can hope to 
do. He finds that it is absolutely impassable, and 
that it is not, as the Ahabs of the world would like to 
think, merely a pasteboard mask through which man 
can strike. The masonry is of 'amazing thickness'
(23).

In the end, Bartleby has become a stranger, even an 
embarrassment, to modem society, which builds blank walls between 
man and Other. Melville's message is not that there is no God or 
Other; in "Bartleby," rather, our relationship with the Other is no 
longer clearly drawn by nature—for Wall Street is the ultimate 
product of technological progress—or by God.

The third major stage in the evolution of American metaphysical 
values is marked by the appearance of what I propose dubbing the 
"internalized Other." This stage is inextricably bound up with a type 
of self-serving mass narcissism in contemporary culture which must be 
distinguished from the self-reliant narcissism, or "rugged 
individualism," of the American past.  ̂ In contemfwrary fiction, one 
of the best critiques of latter-day American cultural narcissism is 
Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49. Both the town of San 
Narcisco and the character of Oedipa Maas, who has to forget about 
her physical appearance before she is capable of empathizing with
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the suffering of an old sailor in the "nighttown" episode, represent 
Pynchon's concern with American self-absorption. In both Lot 49 and 
in Gravity's Rainbow, Pynchon dramatizes the Faustian consequences 
of cultural narcissism by lifting into attention the perils of 
immachination. Immachination is the ontological hybridization of 
man-with-machine, as in the cultural invention of machine 
metaphors (the computer, for instance) for human systems (the brain). 
Pynchon makes fun of immachination in his series of rocket limericks 
in Gravity’s Rainbow;

There was a young fellow named Hector, 
who was fond of a launcher-erector.
But the squishes and pops
of acute pressure drops
wrecked Hector's hydraulic connector.

Or:

There once was a fellow itamed Moorehead, 
who had an affair with a warhead.
His wife moved away 
the very next day—
she was always kind of a sorehead (306-307).

The Crying of Lot 49 and Gravity's Rainbow describe a society 
which is deeply entrenched in the third stage of "Otherness" in 
American culture. What Melville perceived in the 1850s as a budding 
American fondness for ontological surfaces-in language, in lifestyle, 
in human intercourse- now threatens to become a new metaphysics of 
culture. As interpreted by Todd Gitlin, the sunglasses of a Renault 
driver in a recent television ad are, for instance, the direct 
descendants of Bartleby's blank wall:

Gazing into his sunglasses, his ensemble of admirers 
see only themselves; there is no one home, nothing but 
the reflection of his beholders. The mutation of 
mirror shades is itself a revealing indication of 
ideological change: on the motorcycle cop of the late 
sixties, mirror shades were a sign of the sinister; in
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the eighties they have become a sign of untouchable 
know ingness, paralleling the multinational 
headquarters and bank buildings of Southern 
California and its imitators. There, the mirror-glass 
skin of the building throws back all inquiries to the 
inquirer, suggesting that today’s corporation is to be 
appreciated precisely for its claim to high-tech 
universality, that the material claim is not 
important—all that matters is the shiny sac of pure 
capital, the ultimate postmodern abstraction (139).

Melville summed up his reading of 19th century American urban 
existence in a searing crystallization: Bartleby’s silent, despairing 
stare at the man-made walls of New York City. In our time that 
metaphysical despair has metamorphosed into a desperate desire to 
"write" on that wall—i.e., to fill the void of "untouchable 
knowingness" with ourselves, or to internalize the Other: the two 
impulses are really one and the same. In Gitlin's view, we have 
attempted to meet the Other, and the Other appears to be us: 
"Surface is all," he concludes. " . . .  What you see is what you get . . . .  
[Americans' love of reflecting surfaces] suggest[s] that the highest 
destiny of our time is to become cleansed of depth and specificity 
altogether" (139).

Jean Baudrillard makes an interesting distinction between what 
he calls the "mirror" and the "video" phases of postmodern culture. 
The "mirror phase," or what I would call "low postmodernism" 
because of its roots in more conventional varieties of societal 
narcissism, reaches its zenith in the cult of relevance beginning around 
1965 and extending through the so-called "me decade" of the 1970s. 
The self-serving get-rich narcissism of the Reagan/Yuppie years is an 
extension of this type of low postmodernism. The "video phase," on 
the other hand, reflects a tendency toward radical or "high" 
postmodernism: a desire for "cleansing of depth." The attraction for 
giant video screens, for example, which reproduce surrounding 
environments either "live" or in instant replay, is one expression of 
the way technology re-channels the essential human need to 
authenticate being. Many people have experienced a unique thrill 
from being on television, or from seeing themselves or someone they 
know on television. Why is this experience, unique to the postmodern
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age, so meaningful? What are its psychological benefits for human 
beings?

Baudrillard describes the video screens in a night club which 
show the dancers to themselves as representing "an effort of frantic 
self-referentiality, a short-circuit which immediately hooks up like 
with like and, in so doing, emphasizes their surface intensity and 
deeper meaninglessness" (37). Put another way, video screens, like 
the ones in sports stadiums, provoke existential double takes in 
people who see themselves, someone whom they recognize, or even 
strangers, on the big screen in center field. Baudrillard suggests that 
spectators don't look at the screens as in a mirror to preen or admire 
themselves, but to feel significant, authenticated in their existence 
among other people on the screen who surround them as part of a 
lonely crowd of strangers enjoying a ball game or a night out.

TTie issue is not mere narcissism, in other words, but existential 
recognition of being—a blessing bestowed at random via an electronic 
medium. Suddenly, someone in the crowd is no longer anonymous, a 
blank cipher or signifier. There he or she is, signified on the screen, 
"larger than life." And because the screen is immense, it cannot help 
but produce a humbling effect, a tendency to numinous awe rather than 
narcissistic frenzy. Narcissism is better suited after all to small 
mirrors, to quiet and privacy, like the setting of Narcissus’ pool in the 
woods. The big screen is an oracle for which the invisible camera has 
interceded like an electronic angel to bless every man, shrinking his or 
her allotted fifteen minutes of fame (in Andy Warhol’s modernist 
formula) to a postmodernist fifteen seconds or fewer.

Spectator response to self-recognition on big screens is not usually 
one of braggodocio, although that sometimes occurs, especially among 
drunken fans. More often the subject is observed to smile and wave at 
the camera, or the screen, checking simultaneously to make sure that 
his or her electronic doppelgiinger writ large in center field is waving 
too. It is a classic instance of the internalized Other: in Michel 
Foucault’s idiom, a "twin" to man:

The Other that is not only a brother but a twin, bom, 
not of man, nor in man, but beside him and at the same 
time, in an identical newness, in an unavoidable 
duality (321).
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Whether it is seen as a gigantic, god-like image on a stadium 
screen, or projected into technology itself—the 1990 Mazda RX-7, for 
instance, advertised as "an extension of yourself—postmodern man's 
"twin" is also his "Other." This is postmodernism's central 
ontological paradox; the other end of the tunnel which Marshall 
McLuhan a generation ago claimed we had entered at mid-century.

Robert Venturi suggests that icons of architectural surfaces in two 
dimensions represent nothing less than a paradigm shift in American 
consciousness;

[The] architecture of styles and signs is anti-spatial; 
it is an architecture of communication over space; 
communication dominates space as an element in the 
architecture and in the landscap^e.

Venturi offers an example of what he calls "conununication over 
space";

A driver 30 years ago could maintain a sense of 
orientation in sp>ace. At the simple crossroads a little 
sign with an arrow confirmed what was obvious. One 
knew where one was. When the crossroads becomes a 
cloverleaf, one must turn right to turn left, a
contradiction-----But the driver has no time to pwnder
paradoxical subtleties within a dangerous, sinuous 
maze. He or she relies on signs for guidance-enormous 
signs invest spaces at high speeds (8-9).

Even as the sign subsumes three-dimensional space for the 
freeway driver, Venturi adds that for the shopper or consumer, "[The 
sign] is more important than the architecture" (31). It is this familiar 
bias for the sign in everyday postmodern life that Roland Barthes 
calls "human space";

To visit the [Eiffel] Tower, then, is to enter into 
contact not with a historical Sacred, as is the case for 
the majority of monuments, but rather with a new 
Nature, that of human space; the Tower is not a 
trace, a souvenir, in short a culture; but rather an
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immediate consumption of a humanity made natural 
by that glance which transforms it into space (241- 
242).

In short, for the architect Venturi on American freeways and city 
streets, and for the writer Barthes in Paris, the meaning of what 
nature is has changed. On freeways, one either enters two- 
dimensional psychical space, the corrununicative space of the sign, or 
one dies. In the process the Newtonian logic of spatial depths, which 
insists that the shortest distance from Point A, the freeway, to Point 
B, one's destination, is a straight line, disappears. Signs are friendly; 
they represent a kind of salvation, or at least a means of survival.

This new kind of altered space Fredric Jameson calls "postmodern 
hyperspace," an entity which "has finally succeeded in transcending 
the capacities of the individual human body to locate itself, to 
organize its immediate surroundings perceptually, and cognitively to 
map its position in a mappable external world" (659). In an 
illumitutting discussion of Jameson and other postmodern theorists, N. 
Katherine Hayles makes a connection between "hyperspace" and the 
"cyberspace" of novelist William Gibson, which "images a space that 
touches the conventional world at every point but that has 
nevertheless undergone a radical transformation" (276). Both Hayles 
and Jameson insist that this transformation represents a shift from 
"Other" oriented spaces to "inner" oriented spaces. In Jameson’s view, 
for instance, the Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles "aspires to being a 
total space, a complete world, a kind of miniature dty . . .  it does not 
wish to be part of the city, but rather its equivalent and its 
replacement or substitute" (qtd. in Hayles 277).

The postmodern tendency to "cleanse the depths" of three- 
dimensional space is significant because it represents, for the first 
time in human history, preference for man-made artificial spaces 
over the spaces of nature. It also represents another example of the 
American shift in cultural values from thinking of technological 
phenomena as extensions of nature (i.e., Marshall McLuhan's 
heuristic for a technological society) to thinking of them as 
substitutes for nature.

Most of all, the merging postmodern biases for sign over space 
represents a shocking contrast to nineteenth century American 
attitudes toward space. In Call Me Ishmael, a study of Herman
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Melville published in 1947, Charles Olson declares, "I take SPACE to 
be the central fact to man bom in America, from Folsom cave to now." 
(23) Olson elaborates:

Space has a stubborn way of sticking to Americans, 
penetrating all the way in, accompanying them. It is 
the exterior fact. The basic exterior act is a BRIEX3E.
Take them in order as they came: caravel, prairie 
schooner, national road, railway, plane.. . .  We must 
go over spece, or we wither (11).

What has clearly happened in the last century is this: American 
consciousness of the metaphysical value of space has metamorphosed 
significantly from an emphasis on nature as "exterior fact" to a 
preference for man-made environments, which substitute for the three 
dimensions of natural space the artificial two-dimensional depthless 
values of mirrored skyscrapers and signs-over-space freeway systems. 
And it is this metaphysics of space writ large which is helping to 
alter conventional interpretations of otherness in the contemporary 
American imagination. It is a metaphysics which cannot help but re 
interpret our collective meaning(s) of "self as we attempt to answer 
yet again St. Jean de Crevecoeur's enduring question "What is an 
American?" for the new century.

California State University, Bakersfield 

N otes

Steven Carter

1. For a broad discussion of this crucial distinction between the "two 
narcissisms" of the American character, see Christopher Lasch, The 
Culture of Narcissism (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1978).
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Delicious Poison: 
Heloise and Abelard 

Out of Time
Still painful, after all these years. After almost eight centuries, 

it is still possible to feel real pain for Heloise and Abelard. They 
lasted a lot longer than Romeo and Juliet, were more human than 
Tristan and Isolde, knew each other better than Dante and Beatrice, 
and were certainly better mannered than our own battling Windsors. 
We are still enthralled by their ill-fated romance because we think 
that they are just like uŝ  or just like what we wish ourselves to be. 
Ready to die for love. Ready to live for love. Believing that love 
conquers all.

If Heloise lived today, would she be gathering applause with 
Oprah, clearly a woman done wrong? Would Abelard be baring his 
all to Phil Donahue, proving that men too are sensitive? Could they 
live in the bright glare of the twentieth century and still be who they 
were in their own? Probably not.

This makes it all the more curious that in many twentieth century 
versions of their story Heloise and Abelard are forced into twentieth 
century molds for the redactors’ own purposes. We lose sight of who 
they were, and perhaps a great deal more as well. The nature of this 
greater loss becomes clearer as we examine representative examples of 
this modem shape-changing.

If it were not for Heloise, Abelard would be forgotten as a jjerson. 
He would, of course, be remembered as a scholar, as an innovator, as a 
thinker who did much to shape the course of Western thought 
throughout this millennium. He would be remembered for the daring 
quality of his thought, his commitment to dialectic, and for the 
revolution that he led in teaching. But as a person? We would 
probably have never thought to ask. It is Heloise and the poignancy 
of their tale of love and woe that have kept Abelard's image fresh 
and green in our collective imagination. Heloise and Abelard have 
come down the ages to us hand in hand, and surely have farther to 
travel.

Most of our firsthand knowledge of the amatory adventures of 
Heloise and Abelard is contained in Abelard’s Histor ia
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Calamitatum, or The Story of His Misfortune, written about 1132, 
ostensibly to a friend in need of counseling.^ It is more likely 
Abelard’s attempt to set the record straight, to tell the world his 
version of his relationship with Heloise. He himself denies that 
theirs was a love in the sense that we like to think of it: an 
encompassing meeting of souls, minds, and bodies that transcends all 
possible law. Abelard asserts that he was ready for this particular 
sin of the flesh, and deliberately chose Heloise as his accomplice (66 
ff). Once it was over, for him it was over. The reader thinks, or wants 
to think, that he protests too much, that love for him must be the 
same as love for us.

Heloise, in what is usually called The Personal Letters,^ does not 
agree with Abelard's dismissal of the central issue of their mutual 
lives. Love for her is a matter of eternal dimension, virtue a matter of 
adhering to true love. It is her passion, her commitment that have 
reverberated down through the ages to our own. It is she for whom we 
feel the most human attachment, who stirs the depth of the popular 
imagination to the point that films are still being made and novels 
written about the star-crossed pair. It is her emotional power that 
has built their ill fortune into an archetype that has been celebrated 
for many centuries, including our own.

It may be a moot point to assert that we have come far from the 
actuality of Heloise and her century: of course we have. Every 
interpretation of Heloise and Abelard is bound to be colored by the 
beliefs of the time in which it is n\ade. The true value of these 
interpretations is not what they can reveal about Heloise and 
Abelard; for that we have the primary texts and the surrounding 
documents of the twelfth c e n tu r y T h e  most profound value of 
examining these latter-day interpretations of the pair is the light 
they shed on the cultures which spawn them.

We have only to think of Alexander Pope's "Eloisa to Abelard" to 
verify the aptness of this observation. The poem's rococo sensuality, 
restrained by force into couplets, is typical of the best of its time. 
Pope based his poem on John Hughes’ 1712 translation of F. N. Du 
Bois' 1695 French version of the story, Histoire des amours et 
infortunes d ’Abelard et d'Heloise. This was itself a fanciful 
compendium of mistakes and fabrications based largely on the version 
of the story created out of nearly whole cloth by Roger de Rabutin, 
Count of Bussy, in 1687, intended to cheer up his own sixty-seven year
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exile. Pope's easy acceptance of this flawed source is also typical of 
his attitude towards his subject matter, and that of his age, of which 
he was "the representative Augustan p>oet" (Auden 32). Then as now, 
the larger consideration was not the facts of the story, but what was 
made of them. Pope makes "Eloisa" a creature of great passion, for 
whom Abelard was the one true god of her idolatry: "Still on that 
breast enamored let me lie. Still drink delicious poison from thy eye" 
(Pope 244 120-1). This vision was accepted as the true in his own 
century, as Matthew Prior and James Delacour testified at the time 
(Barnard 401-2), and has been accepted as received truth about 
Heloise down to our own time. Attitudes toward Abelard have 
changed more, and perhaps have more to tell us about ourselves.

In 1933 Helen Waddell wrote a novel which shifted the focus of 
attention from Heloise back to Abelard. Peter Abelard, written by a 
medieval scholar whose view has long been taken for an authentic 
one, is based on "sentimental hunumitarianism" that is "completely 
foreign to the twelfth century" (Robertson 221). It is, however, one of 
the prevailing winds of our own time. In order to see how Waddell 
imposes this modem value system upon the ancient story, it is 
necessary to see how she too varies the story from the original.

For one thing, she creates a character who is irresistible, Gilles 
de Vannes, Canon of Notre Dame. He is a cross between Falstaff and 
the Buddha. He is the wisest of the wise, the most serene of the 
serene, and the most fun of anybody. He is not an actor in the story so 
much as the turning point around which all the other characters 
revolve. Gilles is also made completely from scratch, as no such 
person ever existed. He is the purveyor of twentieth century attitudes 
in this twelfth century story; he has an insistence on individual 
freedom that would have clashed harshly with the accepted 
religious thought of the Middle Ages. He preaches subtly, 
constantly, and quite beautifully that love between humans is the one 
that matters, that a pleasure denied is an op|x>rtunity missed. He is 
not a gross sensualist, but a man of exquisite sensibility whose 
personal qualities makes this doctrine seem the only possible choice. 
As Waddell draws him, it is Gilles who turns Abelard from his books 
to the opportunities for the spirit that he says can begin in the flesh.

Waddell's Abelard is not loath to make this turn, either. He is 
thirty-seven years old and ready. One of the first things he sees in 
this tale is his manservant making love to a prostitute. Abelard feels
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that he cannot reach them, that "Eternity flowed about those two" 
(9). When he meets Heloise, he falls like a stunned ox, straight into 
human love. None of the vast resources of his philosophy help him, 
and he does not even want to resist.

Heloise is no ordinary creature. As Gilles characterizes her, she 
is a young girl like the music of a flute, who just happens to have a 
nrund like a razor and a soul wide as the sky. It is the mating of 
eagles. Indeed, Gilles is made so attractive, not least through the 
felicity of his language, that the reader accepts unwittingly his 
physical and spiritual pandering, as do Abelard and Heloise. He 
tells the young girl that the root of love is lust (23), and we not only 
agree with him, but are eager for Abelard and Heloise to force the 
flower into blossom.

The attraction between Heloise and Abelard is not only a thing of 
the body, but also a nutter of the mind and spirit, as Waddell depicts 
it and Gilles de Vannes promotes it. He even uses the philosophy of 
Boethius to make carnal love sound like the chief portal to heaven, 
defining paradise as "to hold and possess the fullness of life in one 
moment, here and now, past and present and to come" (30). Gilles is 
also a useful reflector of Abelard's profession, enabling us to 
understand some of the intricacies of twelfth century scholastic and 
religious politics without becoming mired in them. We are able to see 
into Heloise and Abelard's minds and souls through their 
conversations with Gilles, especially valuable since we seldom see 
them apart from him. He is, in short, the central thematic and 
technical invention of the story, and he is not only entirely fictional 
but entirely an attitudinal transplant from the twentieth century.

This is not to say that his attitude is wrong; it just isn't medieval. 
This is the point, of course: the book isn't medieval, it's a modem 
construct that uses a medieval story already folded into the leavened 
dough of the common imagination to make its own point. The point, 
the hidden agenda, is that this existence is the only one we can know 
for sure, and we'd best make it as rich and real as possible, for it may 
be all there is. The historical Abelard would have been appalled. 
Historical Heloise, reluctant nun though she was, would have been 
appalled. Gilles de Vannes a de facto Sartrean existentialist, would 
agree, as it is he who carries the burden of this refrain throughout the 
novel. Helen Waddell has them all marching to the beat of a 
different drummer without their knowing it, and perhaps without
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knowing it herself, as this philosophic stance was pandemic in the 
1930s.

It is true, as Robertson says, that this book has "served several 
generations of students as a pleasant substitute for history" (221-2). It 
is not true, as the word pleasant implies, that this is innocuous. Truth 
is not served by the beliefs of one century being grafted onto the stories 
of another, especially if it is done so attractively and so subtly that 
few realize where the break is. The confusion generated is not worth 
the addition of a pleasant novel to the endless roster of such.

A case in point of this confusion is Etienne Gilson's 1938 Heloise et 
Abelard, discussed at some length by Robertson. Gilson was a 
prominent medievalist who was impressed by the story as presented 
by Waddell and published a scholarly work influenced by her 
version. This led to many years of perturbation among scholars of the 
period, including attacks on scholars who have since been vindicated 
(222-3).^ The medieval period is hard enough to understand without 
mixing philosophical fiction with our scant facts. Students are easily 
enough confus^ without giving them the philosophical wolves of one 
time wrapped up in the sheep's clothing of another.

Another typically twentieth century version of the story of 
Heloise and Abelard is the film Stealing Heaven, produced in 1988 by 
Give Dormer. The film focuses on the redemption of bleak, oppressed 
human lives by romantic love, asserting that all that matters is the 
here and now and the love humans can find with each other. Donner 
takes almost indecent liberties with Heloise and Abelard's lives as 
we know them from their own words. We cannot doubt that there was 
hunutn love between them, as not even Abelard denies its existence, 
but it is not possible to assert absolutely that their vocations to God 
were only a poor second best, found by way of Fulbert's knife. Donner 
ignores all textual evidence to make romance paramount.

The opening scene shows Heloise on her deathbed at the 
Paraclete. She requests a small crucifix from the altar, takes a small 
white object from its base, and smashes the crucifix against the wall. 
This sets up Donner's basic premise, that human love is all. Actually, 
if the viewer knew what Heloise had taken from the base, she would 
not need to watch the rest of the film. For Donner, suspense is all, and 
only curiosity keeps the viewer with him. We want to know what 
the object is, why Heloise needs it on her deathbed. We do not care 
nearly as much why she has come to despise religion. The film
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reduces the issue from the mammoth one of the relationship between 
a woman and her God to the much smaller one of temporal mystery.

Donner hooks the audience with this mysterious opening and then 
moves into flashback to solve it. He focuses on Heloise as a young 
girl. She lives in a small convent at Argenteuil, the favorite of the 
Mother Superior, who tells her that she has two choices, to be "bride 
of man, or bride of Christ.''^ These are the only two choices Heloise is 
allowed throughout the film, as her uncle says, she is "chattel" and 
"in the nwrket." When she becomes pregnant, he says she is "soiled 
goods, but not unsalable." She herself says at one point that "1 
couldn't bear being talked of as a thing." To our twentieth century 
sensibilities, this objectification does indeed seem heinous and 
degrading; but would it have to a woman of the twelfth century? She 
would have had to look beyond her entire social order, to fly into the 
face of the Church, to reject everything she had been taught since 
birth. Donner's Heloise does this readily; the actual Heloise, not so 
readily at all. Our best evidence for this is Heloise's acceptance of 
Abelard's letters of direction, in which he exhorts her to true 
vocation. Putting Heloise's life on a cash and carry basis imbues the 
film with the Marxist point of view that life is largely determined 
by economic factors, a notion more at home in the twentieth century 
than the twelfth. The hidden agenda this time is economic and 
political as well as philosophical.

This underlying meaning gathers force when Donner has his 
Heloise reject religion outright. When Abelard, an absurdly weak 
character, has religious pangs, Heloise says to him, "How can 1 fight 
your God when he is not mine?" When told of the castration, she cries 
out, "There is no God . . . .  Pray until your knees are raw, no one will 
hear but the spiders." Donner even changes known facts, as when his 
Heloise takes no vows until after the castration, and then only to 
please Abelard: "You have been crucified. You are my lord, 1 will
have no other-----1 may see you now and then, and touch your hand."
And so she does, when he comes to see her at the Paraclete when they 
are both old and prosperous. He even brings their son Astralabe, 
whom Heloise named for "an instrument for measuring the distance to 
the stars, a way of measuring heaven." Even Abelard has not quite 
given up romance, and asks to be buried with Heloise, hoping that "In 
God's good time, you will share my bed." He seems to betting on 
the resurrection of his physical f>owers as much as anything else.
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Their irreligious attitudes do not accord with the facts of their lives 
as we know them. All Donner's attention is on human power, with no 
possibility of meaning outside of what humans establish. This agrees 
well with the economic interpretation of Heloise's life previously 
noted, but not with the surviving texts.

All through the film, Abelard's text-source words and arguments 
are transposed to the voice of Heloise. He is robbed of intellectual 
power, which is replaced with sexual charisma and little else. 
Heloise shares this sexual charm, but is granted additional power 
and validity through the strength of Abelard’s words. This 
wholesale transposition is probably intended to make Heloise seem 
brighter, to suggest that Abelard is as intrigued by her mind as her 
body. It is a condescending thing for Dormer to do, and essentially an 
untruthful one. The historical Heloise was already one of the 
brightest women of her day, and in any case Abelard says it was not 
her mind he was initially attracted to, but her body. Dormer reverses 
Abelard, and in doing so forces the story into a twentieth century 
mold. We want their love to be nothing less than the total spiritual, 
mental, and physical involvement of peers, rather than the blatant 
seduction Abelard clearly says it was (^ d ice  66 ff).

Dormer seems determined to make this a romance worth losing 
one’s soul for, while denying that there is a soul. This confusion is 
surely typical of late twentieth century thinking, which finds itself 
tom between heaven and earth and convinced of the efficacy of 
neither. Donner’s overlay of twentieth century thought on twelfth 
century concerns thus acts more as a template of our time than as an 
interpreter of history. The story he tells has little to do with 
Heloise and Abelard as they were, but everything to do with the 
desolate outlook at this end of the century.

The tw entieth century began in the "sentim ental 
humanitarianism” of many writers such as Helen Waddell, but the 
years since have led to none of the sureties and few of the verities 
that the existentialist-informed thinkers of the twenties and thirties 
hoped would arise from humanity’s assumption of responsibility for 
its own destiny. Both Waddell’s novel and Donner’s film are human- 
centered, but neither ends in triumph of fact or spirit. Humanity is 
defeated by its own limitations, as sentiment replaces genuine 
emotion in Waddell, as lust replaces love in Donner. Neither holds a 
candle to the poignancy and power of actual event. Our twentieth



46 ^PO£Ul^ Culture Review

century evasions of unpalatable truth rob us of the grandeur of true 
tragedy, and the heart-piercing irony of Heloise and Abelard 
humbled to their knees by a jealous God. To understand the truth of 
our own lives, we must allow them the truth of theirs. If we deny 
them their reality, we deny our own. And that's the way the century 
ends: not with a bang, but a whimper.

University of North Carolina, Greensboro Glorianna Locklear

End Notes

1. All references made to Historia Calamitatum refer to Betty Radice's 
translation, the most recent and readable, widely praised for its 
accuracy. The textual history of Abelard's work is long and varied, and 
thoroughly discussed by Radice (45-55). For those who would like to 
know more about Heloise and Abelard themselves, her general 
introduction (9-45) gives much specific detail as well as raising the major 
speculative questions. For those even more ambitious, the actual texts 
will be rewarding. The basic story is so widely known as to need no 
repeating here.

2. The Personal Letters are contained in the Radice translation, as well as
Abelard's Letters of Direction and Letters of Peter the Venerable and 
H eloise.

3. Once again, Radice is a good starting place to pursue further textual study,
especially her introduction and select bibliography. Informative 
bibliographical footnotes are also scattered throughout the text.

4. Gilson's case is discussed in much more detail by Robertson (222 ff). It is
mentioned here to illustrate the palpable harm already caused by 
Waddell’s transmogrification.

5. All film quotations are exactly as spoken in the currently available video
version.
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The Menace 
of Wild West Shows

For over thirty years, from approximately 1883 to 1915, Buffalo 
Bill's Wild West Exhibitioi^ enjoyed a place as the "National 
Entertainment." Though the ownership and title of the show 
changed several times, the basic content remained essentially the 
same; cowboys performed feats of skill and daring, Indians attacked 
peaceful settlers, and great battle scenes depicted the bravery of the 
conquering U.S. Cavalry in the face of brutal savagery. These images 
of the West, patronized largely by East Coast and European 
audiences, were accepted as "authentic" and "genuine." It has only 
been in recent years that the myths surrounding the characters and 
events that made up the very stuff and substance of the Wild West 
Exhibition have been scrutinized with any intention of rectifying 
earlier misconceptions. In both Arthur Kopit's play, Indians, and 
Robert Altman's subsequent film adaptation, Buffalo Bill and the 
Indians; or, Sitting Bull's History Lesson, Buffalo Bill is portrayed as 
a muddled and misguided showman, interested more in his own self- 
aggrandizement than in the truth or message of his Exhibition. True 
as this may be, the implication that Buffalo Bill acted out of any 
deliberate intention to mislead, or with any malice towards the 
Indians, fails to consider the Wild West Exhibition as a product of 
the moral, political and scientific views held in the late nineteenth 
century. What can be shown is that William Cody was an astute 
assessor of contemporary thought and opinion, and that he fashioned 
his Exhibitions to reinforce and coincide with the existing standards 
of the time. As the concerns of the nation changed and evolved, 
parallel adjustments were made in the episodes shown in the Wild 
West Exhibition. The fact that these myths and legends continue to 
survive and influence our lives speaks eloquently of their magnetic 
and pervasive qualities.

It is undeniable that Buffalo Bill and his partner Nate Salsbury 
went to great lengths to portray "realistically" the episodes of the 
West. Not only were real cowboys, real Indians and real heroes (not 
the least of whom was Buffalo Bill) employed to impersonate 
themselves in actual events, but genuine props, such as the Deadwood 
Stagecoach and Indian tepees, and real horses, elks and buffaloes
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were also utilized to create a picture of "reality." Perhaps the most 
extensive preparation for any of the Wild West Exhibitions was the 
planning and execution of effects for Steel Mackaye’s "Drama of 
Qvilization." Opening in New York's old Madison Square Garden on 
November 25,1886, the drama was divided into four "epoches," each 
one introduced by an orator who would explain what was about to be 
seen. Matt Morgan painted four semi-circular panoramic drops, each 
measuring 40 feet high by 150 feet long. A special grid and winch 
system was installed to maneuver these backgrounds easily, and the 
realism of the panoramas was viewed with amazement:

. . .  Mr. Morgan puts in mountains whole, and the chief 
criticism made by the finical art critics is, that his 
valleys are larger than the original.—The artist is 
swung in a chair scaffold, yesterday, away up in the 
roof of the Garden. At this dizzy height, he was 
painting the top of a California r^w ood tree. He 
linmed a crow on one of the topmost boughs at such an 
airy pinnacle that the bird took fright, and almost
fell into the middle distance.^

A steam line was installed in a special trench dug under Twenty- 
Seventh Street so that truckloads of dried leaves could be blown 
across the arena during the prairie cyclone scene. According to at 
least one repx)rt, over $60,000 was sf>ent in creating the effects for the 
production, at a time when the average yearly income for an office 
worker was approximately $450. In short, it is hardly surprising that 
the thousands of people who saw the "Drama of Civilization" were 
convinced that they were seeing a "true" picture of American progress. 
Because the characters, the action and the scenery were so vividly 
created with such verisimilitude, it is little wonder that the 
subliminal "message" of the drama itself was never questioned.

"The Drama of Civilization" consisted of four "epoches," each 
showing America’s progress in civilizing the untamed wilderness. 
"The Primeval Forest," the first scenario, showed Indian and other 
forms of natural life before the discovery of the continent by 
Columbus. After showing the Indian's attack on a group of grazing 
elks, the scene shifted to a pow-wow and war dance in the Indian 
camp, which was interrupted by a wild band of Pawnees, and ended in
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a wild massacre of Indians killing Indians. The second scenario, "The 
Prairie," opened with Buffalo Bill charging on a herd of wild 
buffaloes, followed by peaceful settlers bedding down for the night in 
the open prairie. This scene was disrupted by a raging prairie fire, 
which sent animals, settlers and nearby Indians scattering in a 
wildly dramatic flight. The third epoch exhibited a cattle ranch 
where the cowboys, happily content lassoing steers and riding wild 
mustangs, were attacked suddenly and senselessly by a band of savage 
Indians. The massacre of the cowboys was abbreviated only by the 
arrival of another band of cowboys, who proceeded to decimate the 
barbaric Indians. The fourth, and originally the final, scene showed 
a mining camp, the Pony Express and the Deadwood Stagecoach under 
assault by bandits and Indians. At the end of the scene, the mining 
camp itself was totally destroyed by a cyclone, which threw bodies 
into the air and flattened the encampment. Later on in the season, 
another scene was added to the show, which was to be the climactic 
finale of the Wild West for many years to come. "Custer's Last 
Stand" was portrayed, showing General Custer hopelessly 
outnumbered and under attack by hordes of marauding Indians. As his 
men fell around him, Custer valiantly remained seated on his horse in 
the center, until finally he is defeated by the multitudes of Indians. 
After his defeat, Buffalo Bill arrived on the scene, and the words 
"TOO LATE" appeared projected above him.

Whether the message was consciously appreciated or not, "The 
Drama of Civilization" made a clear statement that there were two 
major blockades standing in the way of progress. The Indian and 
nature were linked together as the only malevolent forces capable of 
stopping or destroying the white man's attempts to conquer the 
frontier. No other obstacles intruded on the happy rowdiness of the 
cowboys or the peacefulness of the emigrants. In simplistic terms, the 
white man, who represented all that was "good" in civilization, was 
pitted against the wild and barbaric elements that symbolized those 
"dark" factors that must be vanquished before civilization can be 
complete. Both on a physical and spiritual level, these 
incomprehensible and uncontrollable "evil forces" must be defeated or 
overcome in order to insure the survival of mankind. In the Mackaye 
drama, the settling of the frontier achieved archetypal dimensions, 
and subduing the savage opposing forces became a moral obligation if 
the safety of the nation and its future generations were to be insured.
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Contrary to the enticements of the advertisements and Buffalo 
Bill’s claims that his show was "educational," audiences did not 
gather to become informed about the history of their country. 
Newspaper reporters such as Ned Buntline, and others more 
reputable, had been writing stories and features on the settling of the 
West and the Indian wars for several years. Dime novels had helped 
to popularize the characters and events, while greatly exaggerating 
the facts. Buffalo Bill himself capitalized on episodes such as his 
"duel with Yellow Hand" by quickly reproducing the action on stage 
in the form of a melodrama. But by 1890, the peak year of Buffalo 
Bill's Wild West Exhibition, the frontier days were all but over. One 
year after "The Drama of Civilization" opened, the Dawes 
Allotment Act was passed, allotting acreage to individual Indian 
families and claiming the remainder as U.S. property. Just a few 
years later, the Battle at Wounded Knee marked the official end of 
the Indian wars. It is significant that the Wild West Exhibition's 
period of greatest popularity came when the issue was all but 
decided. Once it b^am e clear who the "victors" really were, the 
nation stood ready to proclaim them heroes.

The settling of the West had long been a driving preoccupation of 
the American people. Some scholars argue that it is the single most 
influential factor in the determination of our p>olitical and social
fabric.^ In his famous paper, "The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History," (1890) Frederick Jackson Turner concluded that 
"the significance of the West lay not only in having provided the 
United States with an empire on its doorstep, and room for the 
natural expansion of the Anglo-Saxon race; its significance lay also in 
the social and cultural effects which the actual process of filling this
area had on the American people."^ Famous politicians and 
celebrities such as Andrew Jackson and Daniel Boone had idealized 
the image of the self-made man and the concept of rugged 
individualism. Horace Greeley's advice to "Go west, young man, and 
grow up with the country" was given credence as a likely formula for 
success. The wide open spaces of the west were an agrarian dream to 
those urban dwellers suffering the effects of over-crowded cities and a 
failing economy. As state after state was added to the union, national 
pride grew seemingly in proportion to the size of the country. Other 
countries sought to add to their colonies; the United States needed to 
go no further than its own continent to prove its strength.
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Yet the conquering of the West had ramifications other than the 
bolstering of American pride and individuality. As an examination of 
Buffalo Bill's Exhibition so vividly highlights, the process of 
gaining the land could only be accomplished by the necessary 
removal, or subjugation, of the Indians. The act of mass extermination 
was calmly accepted and even actively cheered by the majority. 
Audience members showed overwhelming approval of the soldiers, 
settlers and cowboys of the Wild West; Indians, including the great 
Chief Sitting Bull, were hissed and booed during their moments on 
the stage. Without a word being spx>ken between the adversaries, it 
was clear to the audience who the "good guys" and the "bad guys" 
were.

Many stories and legends surround Buffalo Bill’s relationships 
with the Indians, and most of them indicate a feeling of mutual 
respect between the two. Many sources contend that had Cody been 
allowed to complete his mission to speak with Sitting Bull, the chief 
might not have been shot and the Battle of Wounded Knee could have 
been avoided. Luther Standing Bear, the Indian interpreter for some 
of Cody's European tours, writes with the highest respect and
admiration for "the Colonel."^ Even Black Elk, who was accidently 
abandoned in England as the rest of the show left for home, felt no 
rancor that some attempt had not been made to locate him before the
company set sail.^ Many Buffalo Bill historians point out that Cody 
allowed the Indians to show their war dances and tribal rituals 
without distortion, and that Sitting Bull was allowed several 
moments alone on stage in "heroic posture." And, perhaps the most 
persuasive evidence of all, there was never any shortage of Indians 
willing to appear in one of Buffalo Bill's "shows."

Nevertheless, no matter how many indications there are 
regarding Buffalo Bill’s friendship for the Indian and their regard 
for him, there is no denying the fact that the Wild West Exhibition 
did little, if anything, towards raising the image of the Indian in the 
public's esteem. Every scene involving them ended in their defeat at 
the white man's hands, usually justified because the Indian attack 
was clearly "unprovoked." Even in the portrayal of Custer's Last 
Stand, in which the Indians overcome the white man, their victory is 
sullied by the clear understanding that they did not play fairly. The 
message of Custer is that if the Indians are allowed to outnumber the 
white man, he will be rendered defenseless. Cody carefully avoided
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portraying any scenes, and there certainly were many that could have 
been shown, that revealed the U.S. Cavalry attacking unsuspecting 
and unarmed Indians. Buffalo Bill did not even go so far as John Qum, 
who earlier toured with a "Wild Apaches Show," in showing "the 
Indians at home, engaged in social games, and as happy and contented
as any white man."^ The Indian Village that existed alongside the 
Wild West Arena was a portrayal of Indian life; but it also provided 
cheap accommodations for the Indians, who slept on the straw 
covered ground through the winter and were assigned to eat at a table
separate from the rest of the company in the mess hall.^

Since the time of the earliest settlers, the image of the Indian 
had been both horrifying and tantalizing to Americans. Early 
captivity myths emphasized the conflict between dark and light, 
Christianity and heathenism, in the context of sexual assault and 
murderous barbarianism. Although the first tales were bom of actual 
captures and rescues, the captivity narratives soon became a vehicle 
for religious and political sermonizing:

. . . between 1682 and 1716 captivities were the only 
narratives about the frontier published in America.
The captivity psychology made only one relationship 
between white and Indian conceivable—that of 
captive to captor, helpless good to active evil. 
Captivity psychology left only two responses open to 
the Puritans, passive submission or violent 
retribution. Since submission meant defeat and 
possible extermination. New England opted for total 
war, for the extirpation or imprisonment on
reservations of the native population.®

By the eighteenth century, another viewpoint was considered and 
some novels portrayed the Indian instead as the "Noble Savage," 
although his nobility never denied the p>ossibility that his untamed 
spirit might break lose in violence. Despite these views, up until the 
1830s most American intellectuals regarded the Indians as having the 
potential for attaining equality with the white man through the 
process of education and social interaction. This attitude caused 
A.P.K. Safford, the Territorial Governor of the Southwest, to grant
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permission to John Clum's appeal to tour the "effete East" with his 
Apaches:

I concur heartily in the undertaking and believe it 
will be conducive to great good. Your Apaches never 
appreciate the immensity of our domain, the 
enterprise and culture of our people, and the 
advantages of peace, until they have mingled with 
and learned civilized people by actual contact, and
practical association.^

It is ironic to note the Indian response to such "actual contact" 
with "enterprise" and "culture." In a speech delivered at the Fourth 
Annual Conference of the Society of American Indians, held at 
Madison, Wisconsin on October, 1914, Chauncey Yellow Robe 
described the "Menace of the Wild West Show."

Some time ago. Judge Sells, the United States 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs, said: "Let us save the 
American Indian from the curse of whiskey." I 
believe these words hold the key to the Indian 
problem of to-day, but how can we save the American 
Indian if the Indian Bureau is permitting special 
privileges in favor of the wild-west Indian shows, 
moving-picture concerns, and fair associations for 
commercializing the Indian? This is the greatest 
hindrance, injustice and detriment to the present 
progress of the American Indians toward civilization
___ The Indians should be protected from the curse of
the wild-west show schemes, wherein the Indians 
have been led to the white man's poison cup and have
become drunkards.10

By the middle of the nineteenth century, influenced perhaps by 
the Gold Rush and the completion of the transcontinental railway, 
the desire to conquer the western frontier escalated. Almost as if to 
justify the mass slaughter and denigration of the Indians that was 
taking place, "scientific" investigations sought to prove that racial 
inferiority was both inherent and inevitable. This pre-Darwinian
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concept maintained that man was not descended from a single source 
(i.e., the Judeo-Christian Adam and Eve), but that polygenesis
allowed for the creation of separate, and not equal, human races. ̂   ̂
The inferior races included all who were not of Caucasian origin. 
Both scientific and political journals accepted the "evidence" of 
differences in racial skull sizes and formation, as well as considering 
the f)erceived failure to accomplish integration with mainstream 
America as proof that neither the Negro nor the Indian would ever be 
capable of the intellectual achievements of the white man. As the 
two largest non-Caucasian minority groups in the country, the Negro 
and the Indian were often compared and contrasted to each other.

The doctrine of the Unity of Race, so long believed by 
the world, is ascertained to be false. We are not all 
descended from one pair of human beings. This fact is 
now as well established in the scientific world as 
that a horse cannot produce a cat or a lion or a mouse.
The negro till the end of time will still be a negro, and 
the Indian still an Indian. Cultivation and 
association with the superior race produce only injury 
to the inferior one. Their part in this mysterious 
world drama has been played, and, like the
individual, the race must cease to exist.

Translated into political doctrine, this type of "scientific" 
research became one of the major rationalizations for the continuation 
of slavery in the South, and the obliteration of the Indian in the 
West. Further expanded, it provided the justification for the 
removal of the Mexicans from the Pacific Coast and Texas. Near the 
turn of the century, as the term "Caucasian" became further 
delineated to mean "Anglo-Saxon," this attitude resurfaced in the 
form of open hostility towards the thousands of European immigrants 
seeking new homes in the United States.

Given these views, a part of the American psyche, consciously or 
not, it is hardly surprising that few objections were raised to Buffalo 
Bill's advertisements promising to show the "wild dusky warriors" 
giving their "weird war dances." Nor could it be exj?ected that 
audiences would do anything but respond enthusiastically to the 
recreation of events showing the superiority of the white man, and
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guaranteeing his future success. A poster for Buffalo Bill's Wild West 
in 1898 showed a South American Gaucho, a Mexican Vaquero, a 
Cossack, an American Indian, an Arab and an American Cowboy 
riding side by side with the promise to exhibit the "Wild Rivalries
of Savage, Barbarous & Civilized Races."^^ American audiences had 
little difficulty in comprehending which of the figures represented 
the "civilized races." There is evidence that Buffalo Bill planned to 
capitalize on racist sentiments in another type of show as well. In a 
show called "Black America," Cody hoped to present an exposition on 
the history of American slavery.

Mr. Cody said,"Negro humor and melody will in this 
show reach the acme of perfection, as we have 
engaged a large company of the most celebrated opera 
and jubilee singers and each and every member of the 
aggregation will possess musical talent, so that the 
grand chorus of one thousand voices will be a thrilling 
performance." Imagine one thousand Negroes, in 
varied costumes, parading and singing in one great 
wave of melody, those old plantation songs. Scenes 
descriptive of the ante-war period will be presented, 
showing the plantation with cotton pickers at work 
and the various other phases of plantation life, even 
the auction block and the whipping post will be
faithfully shown.14

Despite the fact that Cody's plan failed, which may have been 
solely due to poor management as Salsbury was sickly at the time, 
the original concept reveals a very stereotyped image of the Negro as 
a musical and comic entertainer. The reporter commenting on Cody's 
description of the show displays his bias by focusing on the promised 
enactments of plantation life, with the whipping post and the 
auction block, potent S)mibols of subjugation, particularly mentioned. 
Unlike the Indians, however, the Negro's position in society after the 
Civil War improved slightly as more and more Americans became 
convinced that the former slaves could benefit by education and 
learning.
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. . .  The Nation and other magazines contrasted the 
treacherous character of the Indian with the Negro's 
genial temperament. Words and phrases such as 
"fiendishness," "brutal torture," and the killing of 
innocent whites by "hearth and home," frequently 
occurred in recountings of Indian actions on the 
frontier. Some people speculated that greater 
sympathy existed for blacks because they were more 
necessary than the Indian to society, esp>ecially in the 
South. Besides, in the South blacks and whites lived 
in close contact and it was claimed that natural 
human sympathies developed. In contrast, Indians 
were isolated from all but a fraction of white 
Americans, who only knew about them from news 
accounts, stories and magazine articles. Negroes 
seemed to be making more progress than Indians,
partly because they were trying more.^^

Other attempts Buffalo Bill made to satiate the public interest in 
seeing their nationalistic dreams and aspirations vilified were more 
successful. Fortified by its demonstration of strength in having 
"tamed the untanable" on its own continent, the United States began 
to look further afield for new wildernesses. In a rapid succession of 
events, the country quickly became involved in Cuba and the 
Phillipines, spurred by an enthusiasm to share "the American way" 
and, not uncoincidentally, prove the assertion of American pxjwer and 
dominance. The year after the Spanish-American War, Cody added 
"The Battle of San Juan Hill" to the program, employing sixteen of 
Teddy Roosevelt's "Rough Riders." Pageants displaying Cubans, 
Filipinos and Hawaiians were added to represent the "new islands." 
In respxjnse to a growing awareness of European unrest, the theme of 
military preparedness became an important asptect of American life. 
In the same way that many private lodges and organizations such as 
the Knights of Columbus and the Knights of Pythias had begun to 
spx)nsor drill teams, so too did Buffalo Bill add militaiy and artillery 
exhibitions as integral parts of the performances. The theme of the 
show expanded far beyond the original confines of the Wild West, 
although these elements always remained a part of the show. As the
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frontiers of the United States widened, Buffalo Bill correspondingly 
turned his attention to the concerns of the nation.

Not solely because of Buffalo Bill, but certainly assisted by his 
recreations, the Frontier Myth and its corresponding symbols have 
become an indelible part of our national culture. The western movie, 
which Buffalo Bill helped to foster in its infancy, also did much to 
reinforce the images of cowboys and Indians that influence 
contemporary thought and policy. Phrases such as "The Last Stand," 
"Indian Country," and "the Lone Ranger" all conjure up preconceived 
notions that "do not require an explanatory program." As Richard 
Slotkin points out in his most recent book, comprehension of these 
myths and their origins is essential to understanding a culture's moral 
and ethical values.

These metaphors not only define a situation for us, 
they prescribe our response to that situation . . . .
Myth is invoked as a means of deriving usable values 
from history, and of putting those values beyond the 
reach of critical demystification. Its primary appeal 
is to ritualized emotions, established beliefs, 
habitual associations, memory, nostalgia. Its 
representations are symbolic and metaphoric, 
defending for their force on an intuitive recognition
and acceptance of the symbol by the audience.^^

Despite the px)st-world war recognition of the inevitable horrors 
and consequences of racial extermination and grandiose imperialism, 
outbreaks such as the Vietnamese War were discussed and negotiated 
using the same terminology and mental attitude exploited by the 
Wild West Exhibition. Richard Slotkin uses this as evidence that 
the Frontier and its brutal realities have shaped the American 
consciousness to its present violent state. Whether "credit" for this 
can go to Buffalo Bill or not is a matter for debate. Violence, the 
superiority of the white man and pride in American civilization were 
all constant themes of the Wild West Exhibition. Though a healthy 
cynicism towards these attitudes has altered the potency of their 
appeal, it is undeniable that the myths and legends perpetrated by 
Buffalo Bill's Wild West Exhibition continue to shape the forms of 
American dreams.
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Race, Class and Gender on 
"The Cosby Show"

A list of the most popular and influential cultural products of the 
past decade would have to include "The Cosby Show" (now out of 
production, but still popular and highly visible in syndication). The 
genre of the network situation comedy has been clearly affected by 
"The Cosby Show", but its influence extends beyond the arena of TV to 
a multitude of areas: to questions of racial equality and race
relations; to issues of social progress; to sexism; to the implications of 
a consumer society; and, perhaps most of all, to society's concern with 
the family. In their text Reading Television, John Fiske and John 
Hartley maintain that television reflects social values, not objective 
social reality. This paper will examine the social values--not the 
social reality—advanced by "The Cosby Show" through its portrayal 
of race, class, family, and gender. It will respond to some of the 
specific criticisms with which the program has been charged: Does 
"The Cosby Show" marginalize and de-emphasize race? Do the 
wealth of the Huxtables and their status as a model family interfere 
with the show's positive messages? And, finally, despite outward 
apjjearances to the contrary, does the show have a sexist subtext?

The extreme popularity of "The Cosby Show", combined with the 
fact that the family it portrays is African-American, has drawn the 
attention of a diverse group of scholars, critics, and theorists who 
tend to explore the type of family the Huxtables represent (wealthy, 
happy, well-adjusted, urban, intact) and the show's version of 
contemporary social reality. The Huxtable family is larger than 
average; parents Cliff and Clair have five children (Sondra, Denise, 
Theo, Vanessa, and Rudy), some of whom, in the course of the 
program, marry and have children of their own. It is a professional 
family of the upper-middle-class, enjoying more wealth and 
privilege than most Americans. A pronounced discrepancy exists 
between the status of the Huxtables as a black family and the status 
of most actual black families. For many critics, this fact, above all 
others, is the most troublesome. Even those who speak favorably of 
the program carefully preface their praise with insistent assertions 
that it does not reflect American racial reality. John D. H. Downing 
contextualizes "The Cosby Show" in terms of race relations and racial
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status during the 1980s, an era he finds defined largely by the 
"determined erosion of civil rights and affirmative action," and an 
increasing number of overt racist incidents. Statistics in income, 
unemployment, and poverty have registered little progress for 
African-Americans (Downing 47). Hemy Louis Gates, Jr. worries that 
the show "suggests that blacks are solely responsible for their social 
conditions, with no acknowledgment of the severely constricted life 
opportunities that most black people face"(40). For Gates, "The 
Cosby Show" raises the troubling issue that under certain 
circumstances representing "the best of the race" can actually harm 
the race.

While "The Cosby Show" undoubtedly has social and 
cultural significance relevant to these questions, it exists primarily in 
the context of the television sitcom, a fact that is easily lost sight of 
in light of other, more controversial issues. Early sitcoms of the 1950s 
were typically about suburban families who fa c^  minimal troubles in 
a world devoid of social conflict, crime, economic problems, and 
serious moral dilemmas. These were worlds of clear-cut rights and 
wrongs, "a kind of Eisenhower Walden where adolescence and moral 
ambiguity were ritualistically trotted out and proved to be no match 
for the paternal instincts of a rational white breadwinner" (Marc 52). 
The parents of these sitcom families have "endless reserves of time 
and patience," and the shows themselves are careful blends of 
consumer modernity and familial tradition (Taylor 27).

Social and political developments of the late 1960s led to sitcom 
families that reflected changing values and concerns. If sitcoms of the 
'50s and early '60s ignored social issues and conflicts, the late '60s and 
'70s domesticated them in family groups which embodied society's 
realities, problems, and conflicts, a trend best exemplified by the 
politically-charged characters and subject matter of Norman Lear's 
"All in the Family". This willingness to deal with contemporary 
issues and actually incorporate their symptoms and consequences into 
the structure of the sitcom "family" decreased radically in the 1980s. 
Taylor defines the family-based sitcoms of the '80s as carefully 
designed to appeal to (and not offend) a newly-created mass audience 
of children, teenagers, parents, and older adults (157). These sitcoms 
don't ignore social problems completely, but they tend to place them 
outside of the home, away from the family. Problems happen to 
friends and neighbors, and while the home may be temporarily



Race, Class and Gender on "The Cosby Show" 63

"invaded" by them, the show typically ends with the problem 
banished to somewhere "out there," beyond the confines of the home 
and family. David Marc proposes a sitcom generation gap, in which 
current shows comment on, criticize, and "remodel" those of the 
previous era (162). According to this scheme, socially conscious and 
politically active sitcoms of the '70s were mocking the apathy, 
ignorance, and insulation of shows from the '50s and '60s. Family- 
centered sitcoms of the late '80s~"The Cosby Show" among them— 
attempt similarly to redefine and render obsolete the "deviant" 
families of the 1970s.

According to J. Fred MacDonald, who examines African- 
Americans in television in his Blacks and White TV, every portrayal 
of black characters on TV is scrutinized carefully; "[because] there is 
comparatively little minority representation in radio, film, and 
television, and because each performance by an Afro-American is 
regarded as a chance to make a statement about black realities, each 
appearance takes on added weight" (115). As Gates points out, black 
performers generally have little or no influence over their characters, 
scripts, and programs—a fact which must be kept in mind before one 
assigns blame or criticism. An early sitcom featuring African- 
Americans was "The Amos 'n Andy Show", an "easy" program to 
watch, "for there was never a racial, social, economic, or political 
issue discussed. No one was ever discriminated against, and no one 
was hungry or complaining about not working or working in 
unchallenging, unfulfilling jobs." When the show "Julia" was 
criticized similarly in the 1960s, its producers responded that TV is 
for entertainment, not for social and political relevance (Cummings 
77). Each show was also accused of providing inadequate role models. 
While the characters on "Amos 'n Andy" were gross stereotypes 
rooted in radio, vaudeville, and minstrel shows, Julia's "character 
was so positive, that she was implausible" (Cununings 78). Sitcoms of 
the 1970s attempted to find a realistic medium to these unrealistic 
extremes. "Good Times", for example, depicted a ghetto family who 
struggled with economic problems, racism, and urban crime, and yet 
also had a loving mother and father, intelligent, talented children, 
and a positive sense of community and tradition. John Amos, who 
played the father, left the show in protest, however, when scripts 
began focusing more and more on the character of JJ, emphasizing his 
infrequent emplo)anent and womanizing. Rather than replace Amos,
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the program's producers killed his character, leaving the Walker 
family fatherless.

Herman Gray maintains that an assimilationist view prevails in 
1980s sitcoms. Basic attributes of "individualism, racial invisibility, 
professional competence, success, upward social mobility, and the 
routinization of racial issues" are stressed, at the expense of racial 
community, conflict, diversity, and individuality (227). As social 
problenas are removed from the core family in 1980s sitcoms, so, too, 
are racial issues marginalized and fragmented. "The television 
world of situation comedy is one where race and racial issues are 
simply points of personal difference and not sites of social, cultural 
and p>olitical organization and interaction" (Gray 238). Gray finds 
this symptomatic of a general trend in which not only TV shows, but 
also society and government have shifted definitions of racial 
inequality and discrimination from the group to the individual. 
Mary Ellison maintains that contemporary black characters and 
shows fail twice: first, by not working to expand black self 
comprehension and self-concepts, and second, by not "explaining black 
life to misapprehending whites" (76). This raises a crucial question, 
and one which I do not pretend to answer here, which is whether or 
not it is a television program's responsibility to edify and enlighten 
its audiences.

Bill Cosby's first significant television role was in "I Spy "(1965- 
68), the first network drama to feature an African-American in a 
regular role. The role was unusual because it did not have to go to an 
African-American actor. Previously, almost all black characters had 
been created and written as black characters or for black actors, but 
this role could have just as easily gone to a white actor without 
altering the show's premise or scripts. From 1969-71, Cosby starred in 
"The Bill Cosby Show", in which he portrayed high school track 
coach Chet Kincaid. MacDonald describes the show as having a 
"black ambiance" which "Julia" lacked, but adds that it was 
certainly not a "black show" (118). Kincaid, who was obviously 
educated and comfortably middle-class, might occasionally pick up a 
Ray Charles album, or a photograph of Martin Luther King might 
appear on a wall, but little overt mention was made of the character's 
racial status. Heathcliff Huxtable might be viewed from one 
perspective as a contemporary version of Julia and Chet, who 
portrayed "the 'good life' to be achieved by those blacks who did not
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riot, who acted properly, and worked within the system” 
(MacDonald 117). 'ITie rewards for their "good behavior" in the 1960s 
are bestowed upon Cliff in the 1980s in the form of a medical career, a 
beautiful home, an attractive wife, and a happy, healthy, intact 
family. Gates takes a second view, arguing that Cliff represents 
what was supposed to result from the civil rights movement of the 
1960s, but obviously didn't.

Is "The Cosby Show "another "Julia”, another "Amos 'n Andy", 
refusing to recognize issues and conflicts of African-American identity 
and experience, even though many African-Americans were involved 
in the show's production, direction, and script writing? It may be that 
contemporary audiences expect and will accept only programs whose 
domestic discourse excludes socio-political issues. As an enormously 
popular show, however (number one even in South Africa), "The 
Cosby Show" was undoubtedly capable of dictating its own content 
and themes. Given the educational potential of satire and humor, 
and the cultural authority accorded to the persona of Bill Cosby, 
viewers may rightfully question the show’s reluctance to attack 
racism directly.

It's certainly true that the program deals with race indirectly, 
but it does concern itself, however subtly, with issues of race and 
ethnicity. In one episode a central concern is the ethnic background of 
Theo's college professor (she is part African-American, part Native 
American, part European). A holiday episode features Olivia's 
questions about Santa Claus—is he white, black, or Oriental, she 
wonders. While the question itself is never answered, Olivia is 
cautioned to use the terms Caucasian, African, and Asian. There is a 
marked absence of stereotypical black characters on the show, and 
many positive symbols of African-American culture are present. The 
Huxtable residence contains works of art by African-American artists, 
and black music is often featured, as are black guest stars. The 
children's rooms have posters of black performers, athletes, and 
historical figures, including Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther 
King. When Sondra wants to spend a summer in Europe, she tells 
Denise of her desire to explore the Paris of Baldwin and Wright, not 
the Paris of Fitzgerald and Hemingway. Alvin F. Poussaint, a 
Harvard professor who served as the show's script consultant, reports 
that "The Cosby Show" does not "pretend to describe the full range of 
black experience in America," but depicts instead "the values and
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concerns many families and young people hold in common, thereby 
contributing to a better understanding of the diversity and humanity 
that blacks share with other citizens." The goal of the show was not 
to define what black Americans are like, or to portray a 
quintessential "black family," but to represent what all Americans 
have in common.

Mark Crispin Miller argues that although Cliff seems to rule his 
home and control his life, he is still subservient to the fact of his 
blackness. Miller reads most black male characters on TV as 
representing contained threats, from Arnold on "Diff'rent Strokes" to 
"Tlie A Team's" Mr. T: characters who could be read as potentially 
dangerous, but who are subdued by the material luxury and 
consumerism of the American way. According to Miller's scheme, 
"The Cosby Show" is a hit with white Americans, "in part because 
whites are just as worried about blacks as they have always been" 
("Deride " 213). Miller's criticism is not so much of the show itself as 
it is of the cultural values and social conditions which have produced 
it. If we limit ourselves to the program, however, I feel that we must 
praise it for its non-stereot)q>ical depictions of African-American 
characters and for its consistent use of a variety of ethnic actors. 
Michael Omi argues that a movie or television program cannot be 
criticized as "too white," "too black," or "too ethnic" as long as it does 
not p>erp)etuate stereotypes. This is especially true in a medium in 
which time constraints actually render stereotypes desirable for their 
ability to convey a character type to a large number of people in a 
short amount of time. While "'The Cosby Show" may use this method 
of character definition in other instances—as we shall see in our 
discussion of gender—it firmly avoids racial and ethnic stereotyping 
as a means of identifying a character. Omi also defines a type of 
culturally instructed "common sense" of racial and ethnic identity, 
what he refers to as "racial beliefs"—what we learn to expect from 
members of certain races and ethnicities. "The Cosby Show" takes our 
racial beliefs—to borrow Omi's term—and toys with them, 
decontextualizing and defamiliarizing what we think of as the 
typical African-American family. The vision of black families in the 
news media generally fulfills a recognizable formula with 
predictable ingredients—an urban setting, drugs, crime, gangs, single 
parents, and poverty. The increasing visibility of this media-image 
contributes to the racial beliefs of many contemporary Americans.
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Critics like Miller, who accuse the show of being "too white," then, 
are revealing their own racial beliefs of what it means to "be" white 
or black.

Racial beliefs are connected as much to issues of heritage and 
community as they are to class level and its attendant circumstances. 
For some critics, the Huxtables "fail" in their wealth, which 
contradicts the social reality of most African-Americans. Gray finds 
it a general rule on contemporary TV that the black male is defined 
more by his class position than by his race (232). MacDonald 
describes Cosby's 1969-71 series as "an endorsement of the middle- 
class, educated black man who has not deserted the ghetto but moves 
gracefully between both worlds." Kincaid's affection for the ghetto 
teens on his track team assured poor blacks that "they were not 
forgotten by those who had obtain^ an education and credentials to 
operate in the wider, primarily white society" (118). "The Cosby 
Show", however, set in New York City, avoids not only urban poverty 
and conflict, but also the most typical family problems and conflicts. 
Upper-middle-class families are not immune to issues of drug and 
alcohol abuse, serious behavior problems (even if only an isolated 
incident), fanuly disagreements, teen sex and pregnancy, but "The 
Cosby Show" might imply that they are (Downing 57). Money, we 
like to tell ourselves, won't solve all our problems, yet the Huxtables 
may convince some viewers that money will solve problems of racial 
prejudice and inequality. The display of wealth and status on "The 
Cosby Show" may be dangerous if it convinces its viewers that black 
impoverishment is only the fault of blacks themselves (a concern 
voiced by Gates), and if it actually alters viewer attitudes toward 
social and minority assistance programs. Why are the Huxtables so 
wealthy? Is it simply a way to reassure white viewers that not all 
blacks are poor? Miller proposes that Cliff represents the average, 
middle-class viewer, the lucky outsider who is allowed inside and is 
tolerated by those who "belong" there. For Cliff, the insiders are 
white, and he is the black outsider. For the typical (white) viewer, 
the insiders are wealthy and happy, and the viewer is merely 
average (Boxed In). Miller's scheme is perceptive, but limited. Once 
again, he betrays his own racial beliefs by assuming that Cliff's 
"fantasy" is racially-based ("I wish 1 could be white") rather than 
class-based ("I wish 1 could be rich"). Miller also neglects to consider 
the positive results of a class-fantasy in terms of audience response
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and ratings—we would all like to be more wealthy, no matter what 
our race—and its ability to form an identification between the show’s 
characters and its audience. Plus, the wealth of the Huxtable family 
is necessary, in many ways, for the show's racial discourse to succeed, 
for the wealthy are heard more often and more completely than are 
the poor and middle-class.

Each family member on "The Cosby Show" answers the phone by 
stating, "Huxtable residence." It is a statement that asserts the house 
itself and the fact that Cliff and Clair own it and all it contains. It is 
also a statement that asserts the family, the home within the house. 
The Huxtable family is as much a symbol of privilege and class as are 
their works of art, their furniture, and their designer clothes. Taylor 
surmises that given the troubled condition of many contemporary 
families, the Huxtables may serve as a "family fantasy" as well as a 
class fantasy for their fans (161). Andrea Press's study of working 
class, white, female TV viewers would seem to support this theory. 
Press found that the women she interviewed related printarily to the 
family issues of "The Cosby Show", and watched the series for that 
reason specifically.

The Huxtable family is certainly more idealistic than realistic. 
The family is well-educated, has strong historical roots, and is 
assured continuity, certainly a luxury of sorts in today's society. (The 
cast grew to include four generations of Huxtables by the series' end.) 
Cummings focuses on what he feels are the more realistic aspects of 
the show: the children fight with one another; they do things
without asking p>ermission; they may get poor grades; they talk back 
to their parents; Theo's room is "atrociously dirty" (83). This is a 
selective view, however. The children may misbehave, but they are 
never rude or unmanageable, and they never have serious, prolonged 
disagreements with one another or with their parents. Theo did 
have academic trouble in high school (due to a slight learning 
disability), but the series concluded with his college graduation; his 
room is often a mess, but is never quite "atrocious." Qiff and Clair are 
involved with their children's teachers—even with their college 
professors—and they get to know their children's companions. The 
family has an elaborate system of rules and standard procedure, and 
explanations of parental responsibility and actions are usually 
offered. Downing, who reads the good behavior and smooth 
relationships of the Huxtables as a specific and important component
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of their class level, finds it difficult to "credit” the subdued level of 
conflict, feeling that the family has never been tested beyond a 
certain limit (57). Taylor compares them to 1950s sitcom families, 
who took the structure of the stable, happy family as a given, but she 
finds that "the Huxtables work strenuously and self-consciously at 
persuading viewers how well they get along" (160-61). 1 read the 
strenuous and self-conscious efforts of the Huxtables as representing 
the hard work that is required to achieve a happy, successful family. 
If "The Cosby Show" denied the realities of broken families and 
family conflict, the Huxtables would not have to work so hard at 
being a happy family. The children would not need so many rules if 
there were not so many dangers and temptations in the world. The 
family would not have to have conferences if there were not poten 
tially divisive issues which they must confront as a group.

It is in this area of parenting and family relations that "The 
Cosby Show" most explicitly lectures its audience; Downing describes 
the series as "a televisual Doctor Benjamin Spock manual on family 
interactions" (67). Cliff and Clair rarely punish their children 
without clearly stating the reasons for their actions. They explain 
their parental responsibilities not only to each other, but to the 
children as well, and they are never purposely portrayed as 
unreasonable in their positions of authority. Cliff Huxtable is a 
quintessential father figure; Cosby has authored a best-selling book 
on fatherhood, and his commercial endorsements and stand-up 
routines all reinforce the idea of Bill Cosby as father. Some critics— 
Miller and Taylor among them—see the happiness and affection of 
the Huxtable family as only another aspect of their shallow 
materialism, and perceive a "casual hostility" beneath the outward 
smiles and hugs (Taylor 161). While Downing views Cliffs humorous 
attitude toward his children as a "healing wit" directed toward the 
construction of human relations. Miller sees Cliff as "a playful type 
who strikes his children as a peach, until they realize, years later, 
and after lots of psychotherapy, what a subtle thug he really was" 
(Downing 66; Miller "Deride" 212). This is one issue on which Miller 
and I concur. Cliffs humor often comes at the expense of his children, 
who always seem to magically understand their father's good 
intentions. One episode found Theo and his friends visiting a voodoo 
doctor to help Theo deal with a romantic rival. When Cliff learns of 
this, he assures a gullible Theo that he himself knows voodoo, and
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concocts a potion containing olive oil and peanut butter, annong other 
ingredients. Before long. Cliff has Theo chanting nonsensically over 
the mixture, and the scene culminates with Qiff smearing Theo's face 
with the "potion." Theo takes this rather humiliating experience 
amazingly well; plus, he learns a lesson about keeping his girlfriend. 
An earlier episode about Cliff’s birthday features Denise's attempt to 
write a song for her school show. The first version of the song is a 
typically bleak example of teen-age self-absorption, with recurring 
images of darkness and loneliness. Qiff ridicules the song, refusing 
completely to grant any legitin\acy to the emotions expressed. It is 
impossible, the scene implies, for a Huxtable to be unhappy! 
Realizing her "mistake," Denise authors a second song about her two 
best friends—her parents. If "The Cosby Show" consciously presented 
itself as a parental manual (and quotes from Cosby and Poussaint 
would indicate that it did), it is reasonable to wonder how actual 
preteens and teenagers would react to the Heathcliff Huxtable 
method of fatherhood.

Nevertheless, Cliff is widely perceived as "the personification 
of what fatherhood is supposed to mean at its conventional best" 
(Downing 60), while Clair is presented as somehow less-than-perfect 
(yet well above-average). This is evident immediately in the 
opening musical sequences, which accord Clair the same position and 
status as her children. Clair typically yells more often, loses her 
temper more frequently, and is occasionally tempted to administer 
unreasonable or harsh punishments on the children. Cliffs role is 
conunonly to calm Clair, to restrain her, and to reason with her; A 
more serious example of misbehavior on the part of a young Huxtable 
occurs when Vanessa and three girlfriends drive to a concert in 
Baltimore without their parents' f)ermission. Qiff and Clair uncover 
this ruse, and when Vanessa returns home, Clair embarks on an 
extended tirade during which she literally screams in her daughter's 
face, ordering Vanessa to "shut up" until the girl is in tears. Cliff, on 
the other hand, remains calm and quiet. During the scene the 
audience laughs with Cliff when he makes several humorous re 
marks, and almost continuously at Clair's demeanor and lack of 
control. Chrerall, Clair’s method of disciplining always seems more 
firm, more serious, and more angry than her husband's, and it is never 
as funny as Cliffs is. (It is undoubtedly more realistic, however.) 
Qair's actions often betray certain gender stereotypes; she nags Cliff
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about his eating habits and is known to be jealous, and her husband's 
humor and sexuality frequently get the best of her. We see Clair at 
work or with colleagues far less frequently than we do Cliff; most of 
the time she is presented inside the home, fulfilling traditional roles 
of wife and mother. Her character is not a true representation of a 
working woman with a family, and perpetuates the idea that the 
family dynamic doesn't have to change greatly to accommodate a 
working mother (Press 239).

Perhaps this covert sexism would be less unnerving if the show 
didn't vocally endorses a non-sexist ideology. Issues of class and race 
never receive the open treatment that sexism does. In this scheme, 
"sexism is, though, a phenomenon basically exemplified by callow 
youths” (Downing 59). Elvin—Sondra's boyfriend and eventual 
husband—served for several years as the show's resident sexist; the 
humor of his role largely stemmed from his outrageous chauvinist 
attitudes. The implication is that these young people (usually 
friends of the Huxtable children) will outgrow their attitudes, with 
the help of the good example set by the Huxtables. (Clair 
presumably worked a similar transformation on the young Cliff.) The 
overt sexism on the show—the attitudes which Cliff and Clair 
preach against—is usually so extreme as to seem comical. The more 
covert examples, however, are threatening and troublesome, perhaps 
because they are presented as natural aspects of the program, and 
because the show itself seems so oblivious to them.

The male characters often act with an "us vs. them" attitude 
towards female characters; they are repeatedly victims of "the 
women's irritated responses, but [are] always allowed the last, jokey 
word" (Downing 59). One episode found Cliff, Elvin, and Martin 
(Denise's husband) secretly challenging each other to a "romance 
test." They would each purchase a gift for their wife, and the one 
with the most romantic gift would win. The wives, meanwhile, learn 
of the contest and decide to turn the tables on their husbands by 
refusing to betray any emotion or reaction to the gifts. The willpower 
of the women proves no match to the ingenuity and thoughtfulness of 
their husbands, however. Each wife, one after the other, breaks into 
tears, while the husbands continue to argue over who has won the bet. 
An episode from the same season centered on the developing relation 
ship between Cliff and his new son-in-law, Martin. As the script is 
plotted, their relationship is cemented when Cliff coaxes Martin into
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telling him whether or not Denise was a virgin on their wedding 
night. When Martin indicates that she was. Cliff begins to strut 
euphorically around the kitchen. As the audience cheers, Martin 
joins his father-in-law in this dance, and the two men give one 
another a high-five slap, like victorious teammates. Ironically, a 
show from the previous season centers on Theo, who is secretly living 
with (and presumably sleeping with) his girlfriend. He has not told 
Q iff and Clair about his move, and he's continued to accept the same 
amount of money from them each month, even though his share of the 
rent at his girlfriend’s is considerably less. When Cliff and Clair 
learn the truth of the situation, their anger and disappointment with 
their son are based on issues of economics and honesty, but not on 
questions of morality or sex.

We can only conjecture why the producers and scriptwriters of 
"The Cosby Show" have chosen to allow the males—particularly 
Cliff~to prevail over the female characters. Downing believes that 
the show is attempting to redress a current imbalance of the sexes in 
African-American society, in which black men feel powerless and 
ineffectual, and black women perceive them as weak and 
irresponsible. It's also possible that the show is attempting to make 
up for the prevalence of African-American sitcom families with weak 
father figures or no father figures at all. On a broader scale, Mark 
Edmundson compares Cliff Huxtable with Ronald Reagan and asserts 
that the embrace of each man in the 1980s signifies American 
society’s unfulfilled desire for strong, effectual father figures. More 
simply, "The Cosby Show "is a TV fantasy. No family—whatever its 
race or class—worlu quite so smoothly and successfully. But none of 
this adequately explains why this fantasy should have a subtle, yet 
pervasive sexist bent. Since "The Cosby Show" explicitly presents 
itself as progressive and non-sexist, its sexist subtext becomes a part of 
its fantasy and the ideal it represents. Ultimately, the series 
perpetuates an oppressive and subtle media stereotyping of women 
that is very similar to the media's stereotyping of African- 
Americans.

Academically, "the roles and images of black people in 
television, in particular, have been woefully understudied and 
undercriticized" (Downing 46). "The Cosby Show" provides for ample 
future study in this area. Gates says we do not need to worry about the 
role Cosby played in his show as much as we need to question and
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consider the role the character plays in our culture—what purpose 
does Cliff Huxtable serve in our culture? I would like to conclude by 
returning to Fiske and Hartley. What can "The Cosby Show" teach us 
about contemporary social values in America? In the area of race, the 
program indicates that dignity and respect for heritage and 
community are the goals we esteem and strive to achieve. There are 
issues that transcend race and unite people, and foremost among them 
are the family and the values and affection which define it. In the 
region of class, "The Cosby Show" is a blatant advertisement for 
American consumerism and materialism, yet not for greed or 
wastefulness. Money doesn't always have to corrupt, the series 
implies; in fact, it can be used to express love for others and respect for 
one's self. In issues of gender, the show encounters its most serious 
criticism. Yes, the program is explicitly anti-sexist, but it implicitly 
perpetuates some of the most powerful and trenchant stereotypes of 
women and of the roles of men and women. We can only conclude that 
while our society may appear to have achieved an equality of the 
sexes, we are actually still enacting and prolonging gender prejudice 
and stereotypes, often without realizing it ourselves.

University of Massachusetts, Amherst 
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"And Mr. T Drives The Car": 
Reflections 

On "The A-Team"
Ten years ago, a crack commando unit was sent to 
prison by a military court for a crime they didn't 
commit. These men promptly escaped from a 
maximum security stockade to the Los Angeles 
underground. Today, still wanted by the government, 
they survive as soldiers of fortune. If you have a 
problem, if no one else can help, maybe you can hire 
the A-Team (Quoted in Thompson, 1990:112).^

Action-packed, farcical and apparently unreflected, "The A- 
Team" has come to symbolize the ultimate vacuity of American 
f)opular culture.^ Spumed by television critics and cultural pundits 
alike, "The A-Team" was successfully pitched at a mass audience 
that proved largely indifferent to the unfavorable pronouncements of 
reviewers. While American prime time has subsequently moved on to 
other concerns, subjects and formulas, "The A-'Team" continues to 
thrive in syndication and international media markets. No longer a 
major cultural spectacle, perhaps, the show’s narrative conventions 
and theatrical explosions seem likely to enjoy a kind of subterranean 
life well into the twenty-first century, if not beyond.

The critical consensus seems to be that "The A-Team" is 
unadulterated garbage of a particularly pernicious kind. One 
historian of broadcasting links it to "a new surge of cold-war rhetoric" 
under the first Reagan administration, describing it as a crass, right- 
wing program featuring the exploits of a gang of "tough mercenaries" 
(Barnouw, 1990:514). Another scholar decries the show's 
simplemindedness, emphasizing the way in which "patriotism rang 
loud and clear in this series . . ." (Bogle, 1988:253). At one time, the 
National Coalition on Television Violence dubbed "The A-Team" the 
most violent program on television, with an average of 34 offensive 
acts per hour—the prime time average being seven (Cited in Bogle, 
1988:254).^ Mark Crispin Miller complains about the show’s "brutal 
opening," which he says "is usually related to the ensuing story . . ."
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(Miller 1988:96)^ : and Robert J. Thompson suggests that the show can 
be read as "the first step toward . . . telefascism" (Thompson, 1990: 
114). Although one guidebook breaks with the consensus and rightly 
terms the show "something different: a send-up of its own adventure 
genre" (Castleman and Podrazik, 1989:10), the more "refined" 
segment of the television audience almost certainly remembers it as 
an emblem of the Reagan era, as an icon of militarism and a salute to 
machismo.

In this context, the years that the show was aired on prime tim e- 
1983 to 1987—are suggestive because they represent the acme of 
Reaganism, falling as they do between the recession of the early 
1980s and the Iran-Contra scandal. But if "The A-Team" was 
broadcast during the height of the New Right counter-revolution, the 
show's dialogue, plots, and characterizations did little to advance 
the Thatcherite Weltanschauung of the counter-revolutionaries (See 
Worcester, 1989). t^uite the contrary, in fact: viewed as a political 
fable, the program lampooned military and state authority; mocked 
the yuppie mentality; and preached a diffuse creed of civic 
humanism, inter-racial solidarity, and male comradery. At the same 
time that it promoted and reproduced stereotypical images of 
sexuality and gender, the show placed women and African-Americans 
in positions of authority and routinely deconstructed conventional 
notions of masculinity. While hardly a vehicle for oppositional 
px)litics, the aggressively gratuitous form of "The A-Team" naay have 
blinded critics to its amusingly sly and p>arodic content.

It is this writer's contention that the negative critical consensus 
surrounding "television's dopey 'A-Team'" (O'Connor, 1990:C14) is 
badly in need of revision. Dismissed as a Rambo for the small screen, 
the series may in fact represent an "Alias Smith and Jones"^ for the 
decade of g re^ : a satiric take on Reaganite themes informed by the 
more or less "politically correct" but ultimately innocuous social 
values of the corporate Hollywood establishment. Such a claim may 
at first seem slightly outrageous, if not risible. As an undeniably 
popular intervention in popular culture, however, the show deserves 
a reasonably close and sympathetic reading before it is simply 
jettisoned into the metaphorical gutter of television history.
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From the outset "The A-Team" was a high-profile hit series. 
Debuting in the showcase Sunday 10pm slot and running for several 
years on Tuesday nights at 8pm, the show aired from January 1983 to 
June 1987 on NBC. As a mid-season replacement it received a 20.1 
share of the potential viewing audience, which made it the 10th 
most popular show in the 1982-1983 season. In the following season 
"The A-Team" climbed to a 24 share, placing it 4th in the ratings 
with forty million regular viewers. In 1984-1985 it dropped to a 21.9 
share, making it the 6th most popular show of the season; during the 
show's penultimate fourth season, ratings fell precipitously. 
Overall, "The A-Team" has been ranked the 72nd most popular 
television series to run in the U.S. market between 1946 and 1988 
(Brooks and Marsh, 1988:6).

The genesis of the show appears to have been a memo written by 
NBC executive Brandon Tartikoff to independent producer Stephen J. 
Cannell. Composed at a boxing match attended by character actor Mr. 
T (fresh from his role in Rocky III), the memo read: "Road Warrior. 
Magnificent Seven. Dirty Dozen. 'Mission Impossible.' All rolled into 
one. And Mr. T drives the car" ((Quoted in Bogle, 1988:254). Cannell, 
who appears in an epilogue at the conclusion of each episode, later 
insisted that Tartikoff usurped more of the creative credit than he 
deserved. (Thompson, 1990:111). Whatever the merits of the dispute, 
NBC, Cannell, and co-executive producer Frank Lupo found a winning 
formula in the stoiy of four soldiers who are accused of grand larceny 
(appropriating 100 million yen from the Bank of Hanoi) in the last 
days of U.S. involvement in Vietnam and are thereby obliged to 
"survive as soldiers of fortune" in the "Los Angeles underground." As 
Army brass scour the countryside looking for the band of desperados, 
ordinary citizens facing genuine miscreants are able to call on the 
services of the A-Team.

The package featured surprisingly taut scripts, top-notch stunt 
effects, and a diverse team of performers: veteran actor George 
Peppard, as John "Hannibal" Smith; "Battlestar Galactica"'s Dirk 
Benedict as Templeton Peck, or "Face"; Dwight Schultz as "Howling 
Mad" Murdock; and the mohawked Mr. T as B.A. Baracus.^ Endowed 
with a suitably Twainian moniker, Hannibal is the team's cigar- 
chewing commander who "loves it when a plan comes together." Face 
acts as the team's public relations specialist, procuring equipment 
from storekeejjers and airport personnel by pretending to represent
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figures of authority. Murdoch and B.A. provide the team with 
working-class muscle: the former can fly anything from a cropduster 
to a 747; the latter is a "mechanical genius” who, as Tartikoff 
promised, does indeed get to drive a ubiquitous black-with-red-stripe 
van. In several episodes the group is accompanied by one of two 
female journalists who prove themselves as adept at handling 
difficult scrap>es as the A-Team.

As is appropriate for a series that tweaks the action genre, these 
characters suffer from an overabundance of quirks and defects. 
Hannibal works off and on as a B-movie swamp monster, spending 
considerable time arguing with directors about his monsters’ 
motivations. Face is a suitably named con-artist who seems literally 
incapable of distinguishing between truth and fiction, a la Ted Baxter 
on "The Mary Tyler Moore Show." Murdoch is judged by the medical 
profession to be clinically insane—in the pilot episode, we see him 
shaving his own head in preparation for electro-shock therapy—and 
he talks like a refugee from the Fireside Theater, spouting gibberish 
and commenting self-referentially on the story. In a sense, B.A. is the 
only team member who comes close to being "normal," but he has a 
pathological fear of flying, enjoys a special emotional connection 
with indigent children, and is (strangely enough) a notary public.^

Although this fact has been overlooked by the critics, the group's 
proletarians, Murdoch and B.A., exude a counter-cultural aura; the 
former enjoys a loving relationship with nature, and the latter wears 
feathered earrings and pounds of gold jewelry. Hannibal clearly 
tolerates all manner of eccentricity in those around him—his only real 
hang-up is authoritarianism ("if you don't stand up against tyranny, 
it will beat you every time"), which, significantly, the team runs into 
in one guise or another with alarming frequency. As the group's social 
climber. Face comes off as utterly fatuous, and the others do not quite 
trust him. The fact that Face was raised as an orphan helps explain 
his inability to form durable bonds with others, but it does not justify 
his narcissistic tendencies. If the male adolescents targeted by the 
producers of "The A-Team" identify with any of the characters, it 
would most probably be with Murdoch or B.A.—certainly not with 
"Face-Man," as Templeton is ironically labeled. Face is a populist 
foil whose innate insincerity turns yuppie-bashing into a real 
pleasure.®
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Typically, each episode opens with a victim of wrongdoing 
contacting the A-Team via a family connection or the classified 
section of a Los Angeles newspaper. Colonel Decker or one of the other 
U.S. Army fuglemen is at the same time usually hot on the group's 
trail and preparing to mount an assault on their px>sition. By the end 
of each episode the A-Team has avenged the victim (and his or her 
family and community) by blowing up lots of physical structures and 
placing the bad guys in the hands of the local authorities. At the 
same time, they have also managed to make the Army look foolish 
by once again evading capture. In rare cases, the Team gets paid for 
its effortS“ but their highly variable fee goes unmentioned and 
unpaid so often that it is a miracle they can afford enough gas to 
drive out of town.

Military, federal, and local authorities are so mercilessly and 
routinely burlesqued that "question authority" could serve as the A- 
Team’s motto. In the grand tradition of populist comedy, judges are 
unscrupulous, generals are autocrats, lawyers are mendacious, and 
politicians are just plain contemptible. Only the "little people," who 
presumably constitute the bulk of the viewing audience, emerge 
unscathed as our heroes battle the forces of injustice. Hannibal's 
other occupation as a matinee monster allows the show's writers to 
mock the image factory as well—Hannibal calls Tarzan "a man in a 
loin cloth and a forty dollar hair cut," and, in referring to the facial 
expression of a conceited actor, says "that's not a smile, it's a bunch of 
teeth." Compared at least to other '80s-in-form/'70s-in-content series 
like "Knight Rider" (which aired in prime time from 1982-1987), 
"The A-Team" is a veritable fountain of hilarity.

Comedy aside, a telling feature of '"The A-Team" is its 
ultimately somber characterization of American society. While civil 
and military authorities fiddle, ordinary conununities bum. The pool 
of individuals who need the group's tactical and material support 
seems almost inexhaustible: shopkeepers and hotel owners facing 
mobsters, farm workers organizing unions, town dwellers fighting 
chemical dumpers, workers trying to reclaim their employee 
associations, stock car drivers finding their machinery sabotaged by 
idle playboys, Mexicans sold into slavery by American venture 
capitalists, Amish farmers attacked by outsiders, adolescents trying 
to retain their families' farms, miners opposing South African moguls, 
small businessmen plagued by industrial spies, peasants tortured by
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Central American fascists, reformed ex-cons stalked by bounty 
hunters. Not only are the causes almost invariably progressive, there 
is not the faintest whiff of the anti-immigrant, anti-African- 
American, or anti-Semitic chauvinism that is the hallmark of 
rightist populism. If the A-Team is a unit of self-described "soldiers 
of fortune," they are also potential recruits for the Rainbow 
Coalition. One begins to wonder just who the team met in the "Los 
Angeles underground": Abbie Hoffman, perhaps?

Far from espousing anti-Americanism, however, "The A-Team" is 
concerned with the rights and wrongs of citizenship. The true 
p>atriots, it turns out, are those who take a stand against oppression, 
participate in community affairs, reject the mores of racism and 
ethnic chauvinism , and pull no punches—literally—when 
disreputable figures come into town. The Western subtext is hardly 
accidental. In functional terms, the A-Team is the 1980s equivalent of 
"Bonanza"'s Cartwright family—strong, resolute, and independent. 
The Team’s ideal society is similarly inclusive, welcoming, and 
informed by the frontier's unfancy morality. But, in contrast to life on 
the Ponderosa, authority figures in the world of "The A-Team" are 
viewed as pathetic and conniving, not capable and trustworthy. And 
instead of conveying a sense of hopefulness, the show ruefully suggests 
that American society is in a state of decay or entropy. The very fact 
that the A-Team is on the lam says something quite dranuttic about 
America's loss of innocence, which may be dated sometime between 
the late 1960s and the early 1980s.

In order to pursue these points further it might be useful to 
examine a particular episode in depth. Of course, no single episode 
can be considered entirely representative, since different directors and 
writers bring different fixations and flourishes to their work. That 
said, the episode I would like to discuss, "Mind Games," features 
many elements common to the series as a whole.^ Aired in the third 
season, scripted by Stephen J. Cannell, and directed by Michael 
O'Herlihy, "Mind Games" concerns what hap|>ens when Face comes 
out of hiding after (apparently) being pardoned by the U.S. 
government. As usual, the story provides a convenient backdrop for 
gunplay, car chases, and cacophonous explosions; more
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problematically, if not atypically, the stereotyping of the female 
lead is somewhat obnoxious. These points notwithstanding, this 
episode may highlight some of the series’ strengths, particularly its 
sensible apprehension of the activities of the national security state. 
Cannell's screenplay, and the actors' performances, leaves little 
doubt as to who is playing "Mind Games" on whom.

The episode opens with a televised announcement reporting that 
new evidence has surfaced clearing Templeton Peck of all charges 
held against him. With characteristic panache. Face tries to smooth 
things over with the rest of the team, who suspect a trap: "What can 
I say, guys? . . .  I'll be with you in spirit. . .  Come on, this will be my 
chance to go out into the world and use my heaven-sent gift of gab to 
accumulate all of these shallow, purposeless toys that mankind lusts 
for!" The scene shifts to the office of General Harlan Fulbright, 
Colonel Decker’s replacement: "How could they pardon that lying, 
stealing piece of spit? When Peck hits the streets. I'm going to be on 
him like stiitk on a boot." Fulbright's face hardens as he instructs his 
underling: "Fulbright’s law: Never wait; attack."

By acquiring new clothes, new mannerisms, "and especially my 
new hair," role-conscious Murdock sets out to fill Face's "able but 
slimy shoes." Face warns "Howling Mad" not to "try and be me, it'll 
just get you in trouble." The scene briefly settles on an office where 
three Vietnamese men are conferring; it then shifts to a government 
building plaza, where Face is speaking to the press. General 
Fulbright tries to block his passage, but the A-Team's PR maestro 
simply smiles, calling himself "a war hero, unjustly charged with 
crimes he didn’t even commit." Prior to entering the building he is 
approached by a well-spoken Brit, E.G. Fowler (played by Shelagh 
McLeod), who offers to be his press secretary. "The stage is set for 
farce, action, and conspiracy.

After the commercial break, we find a bemused Hannibal reading 
about Peck's "brilliant" leadership of the A-Team in a newspaper. 
Murdock shows up sporting a new hairstyle, insisting that he be 
called "The Hunker." Some of "Hunk-Man'"s inanities are rather 
porno: when B.A. and Hannibal are pulled over by armed men in 
expensive suits and unmarked cars, he mutters "Oh, we're in real 
trouble now, boys and girls." Despite Murdock's overdeterminations, 
he somehow manages to rescue B.A. and Hannibal from the group that 
have taken them to an underground garage. The wallet of one of the
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kidnapp>ers, "John Jones," leads them to the office of "Limelight 
Management," a front of some kind which E.G. Fowler just happens to 
work for. Posing as Henry Kissinger, Murdock phones Limelight 
Management to invite Templeton Peck to "a friar's club roast." The 
agent who picks up the phone, David Vaughn (played by "Voyage to 
the Bottom of the Sea"'s David Hedison), asks "Mr. Kissinger" if he 
recalls meeting him at the "CIA bomb briefings in 1967." ("Oh yes, 
David, how are you?", Murdock intones. "Nancy-wancy says hisee- 
wisee.") The point of all of this is clear: the CIA has set up an 
elaborate scheme in order to use Face for its own diabolical purposes. 
The team must save their comrade from yet another conspiracy that is 
about to be set into motion.

At this point, things begin to get a little complicated. While 
Hannibal and the others are trying to determine what the CIA is up 
to. Face is oblivious to any threat to his safety. When the team 
catches up with him at an interview with children's TV personality 
Chuckaluck the Chicken, Face insists that "all my antennae are up." 
Naturally, the instant he steps out of the studio lot, ninja-style 
warriors jump off of buildings, knock him out, and hoist him into an 
awaiting helicopter. (So much for the antennae.) Eventually, 
Hannibal, B.A., and Hunker catch up with David Vaughn and E.G. 
Fowler arguing over Vaughn's methods in a hotel room. By hanging 
Vaughn over the balcony, the A-Team learns that he is in charge of a 
CIA team known as "The Shop," whose mission is to use Templeton 
Peck to lure former Vietcong General Chong out into the open—Face 
dishonored the General's teenage daughter during the war, which is 
why Chong's forces have just nabbed "the cheese."

Following another commercial break, all hell breaks loose. As 
CIA field operatives monitor the estate where Face is being held 
captive, the A-Team prepares its assault. Inside the main building, 
Chong is interrogating his prisoner, who wanly maintains his 
innocence ("this old world behavior of yours is very unhip" is Face's 
somewhat unreassuring response). Murdock, flying a stolen jet-pack, 
drops grenades on Chong's men—"I'll drop those pineapples like a 
crazed pigeon over a mounted statue," he promises Hannibal—while 
B.A. and Hannibal storm the main gate. The team's flying ace rescues 
Face and carries Chong into the general's own helicopter, and the A- 
Team makes its escape before the CIA has reached the grounds of the
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estate. Chong is either disposed of, or forgotten about, during the 
final conunercial break. (He shows up in later episodes.)

The closing scene opens with B.A. and Hannibal watching the TV 
news: Peck’s pardon, they discover, had never been signed by the 
proper authorities, and Vaughn has been charged with "crimes 
against the government.” Disassociating the Agency from blatantly 
illegal activity on U.S. soil, CIA sources solemnly, and implausibly, 
inform the press that The Shop was a renegade outfit. Meanwhile, 
Face and the Hunker, dressed in identical outfits, walk in with Ms. 
Fowler. "My pardon went poof," Face complains. Competing with 
Murdock for E.G.'s affection, an annoyed Face asks Murdock how he 
would feel about being impersonated. Donning a bomber jacket and 
baseball cap. Face leaps onto a desk and starts making silly noises. 
Meanwhile, an ambulance pulls up outside ("V8 Dispatch, this is 
Mobile 3, we're at the motel and going in for Murdock now"), and two 
men in white coats enter the room. The scene dissolves with Face 
being carted away, vainly protesting his innocence--"! was just 
assuming his personality," he says—while viewers hear Murdock's 
voice-over: "And quite convincingly too, I might add."

"Mind Games" is little more than a cartoon, of course, with a 'toon 
Vietnamese general and a 'toon CIA chief. The violence is unreal and 
much of the dialogue is simply surreal. On one level, the episode 
works as moderately diverting filler, something for stations to run in- 
between commercial messages. The script zaps a number of American 
institutions—e.g., Henry Kissinger, children's television, and the 
public relations profession—but it's all in good fun, even though the 
CIA’s covert op)eration endangers the life of one of the A-Team. The 
female lead, E.G. Fowler, does not have much of a role, except to 
switch sides halfway through the episode and make an alluring 
fashion statement in modem business attire. Overall, however, 
"Mind Games" works as popular entertainment. The jokes are 
reasonably amusing, the performances are satisf)dngly direct and 
inventive, and the action scenes are effectively staged. As a bonus, 
the show's narrative structure displays a healthy cynicism regarding 
U.S. military, security and intelligence-gathering apparatuses.
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In the 1986-1987 season, the series' creators decided to add some 
new elements in an effort to rekindle viewer interest.^® The A-Team 
is captured by the government and put on trial; they manage to escape 
detention only to find themselves recaptured by a mysterious super 
spook, Hunt Stockwell (played by the redoubtable Robert Vaughn). 
Stockwell's proposal is simple: the A-Team serves its country by 
operating undercover in a few hazardous situations, and all charges 
will be dropped. The team gains a Hispanic member, Frankie 
Santana (played by Eddie Velez), who works for Stockwell and is an 
explosives expjert. Unfortunately, the final season relies on a number 
of {patriotic cliches to rack up audience numbers—the Stars and Stripes 
are proudly displayed in the opening credits, and several of the 
episodes involve Communist adversaries and/or international 
terrorists. Reassuringly, these devices only hastened the show's 
decline, with NBC cancelling "The A-Team" just as the arms-for- 
hostages scandal was ui^folding.

If "The A-Team" is seen as an emblem of popular culture in the 
age of Reagan, then that culture was just possibly more contradictory 
and multifaceted than many critics have allowed. While the show 
exhibits a discemable bias towards physical conflict and adolescent 
humor, it also displays a ready wit and a patriotic but nevertheless 
critical attitude towards many of the key symbols and institutions of 
the American imperium. Distinctions should be drawn between 
different seasons: many of the earlier episodes are quite lively, 
while some of the final shows are admittedly rather stale. That the 
series works at all is largely a function of the droll characterizations 
and dense interrelationships of the four main protagonists. Hannibal 
refuses to take himself too seriously. Face is a caricature of himself, 
Murdock offers a subversive role model for young viewers, and B.A. 
enjoys a certain dignity. Perhaps, as certain critics have argued, the 
success of shows like "The A-Team" merely illustrates the subtlety of 
the Reaganite ideological project: mild parody in the service of the 
revanchist state. But a close reading of the "text" would suggest that 
popular culture in the 1980s was a somewhat more complex and 
dynamic phenomena than many observers might care to admit.

Several critics have taken exception to Mr. T s  muscle-bound 
persona. While the implicit paternalism of Hannibal's and B.A.'s 
relationship is of course grating, I am also sympathetic to the
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comments offered by a native New Yorker interviewed in The New 
York Times in late 1989:

Kwame Tyrell, 13, has collected cereal boxes and soda 
cans with images of Michael Jordan, Walter Payton 
and other black figures "since I was little," he said.
"They had people on them that I knew and liked.
People who are black, I collect." Kwame, who lives 
in ^ u th  Jamaica, Queens, has sickle-cell anemia, a 
genetic blood disorder. His favorite box is the one 
with Mr. T. "He makes me laugh," Kwame said.
"He's strong and healthy, and I support him" 
{TheNew York Times 12/14/89:C1).

Social Science Research Council Kent Worcester

N otes

1. A version of this text was read over the opening credits during the first four
seasons.

2. 1 would like to thank the Scarlott family for their helpful comments on this
article.

3. This figure is quite remarkable considering that blood is never shown, that
the characters eschew sadism, and that for all of the team's destructive 
potential they rarely injure their enemies.

4. Yet "The A-Team"'s opening credits are seldom related to the following
story, and while many of its images connote the action genre, they can 
hardly be described as "brutal."

5. Fans of the counter-cultural Western, which ran from 1971-1973, will recall
that Hannibal Hayes and Kid Currie "never shot anyone," which is why 
the two bank robbers deserved amnesty. The same can be said of the A- 
Team, who admittedly shoot off lots of rounds of ammunition — but only 
in order to disarm, never kill, their opponents.

6. B.A. stands for Bad Attitude; his Christian name is Bosco. Schultz went on
to play J. Robert Oppenheimer in the film Fat Man and Little Boy (1989).

7. Mark Crispin Miller argues that Hannibal "employs Mr. T exclusively for
his brawn." (Miller, 1988:74) In many episodes he provides the A-Team a 
diverse range of services, but it is nevertheless true that Hannibal's 
relationship to B.A. is, as Miller suggests, paternalistic and therefore 
reductive and offensive.
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8. The team's composition is reminiscent of the Beatles — Hannibal Oohn) is 
creative. Face (Paul) is cute, Murdoch (Ringo) is demented, and B.A. 
(George) is really very sensitive, despite his wearisome penchant for the 
phrase: "Shut up, fool!" Paul does not come off too well in this retelling of 
the story of the Fab Four.

Not all of them, however. Mr. T s  role is unusually small -  we do not see 
him befriending children, making engineering calculations, constructing 
automobile engines out of chicken wire, or performing any of his other 
customary tasks.
Similarly, during the 1985-1986 season, Cannell and Lupo introduced a 
number of special guest stars, such as Rick James, Hulk Hogan, and Boy 
George, into individual episodes.

9.

10 .
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Postmodern Moods 
Of Art Deco

Western societies are Eurocentric. Their designed environments 
confirm symbiotic relationships to cultural continuums whose 
ideologizing of the International Style dominated design and 
building activities for over fifty years. Contemporaneously, the 
Modern Movements associated with this style in architecture and 
design, served and mirrored political, social, and economic interests, 
and faithfully articulated technological prowess and individual 
aspirations through the 1960s. As Postmodern Existential thought 
evolved, it postulated that reality cannot be determined, and thus 
reason is relative, circumstantial, and pluralistic. Modem design, on 
the other hand, remained singularly dogmatic and rigid. Outside the 
circles of Modernists, it was perceived to be unresponsive to 
contextually defined social and psychological needs. Indeed cultural 
opposition to Modernism grew more intense as it became increasingly 
associated with pragmatic, unimaginative, and deadly-boring box 
structures. While such perceptions, more often than not, unfairly 
discredited talented Modernists, in isolated cases the assessments 
concerning the lack of cultural value of these structures were not only 
clear and uncontested, but also confirmed by physical abuse and 
wholesale destruction of buildings by residents, and in some cases the 
authorities.

One such over publicized example was the housing project of 
Pruitt-lgoe in St. Louis, Missouri, designed by the prominent modem 
architect, Minoru Yamasaki, which even in the minds of Modernists, 
exemplified the confrontations of ideologies that occur only when a 
building's design fails to facilitate and enhance the daily living 
patterns of the occupants. According to students of design trends. 
Modernism ended when this project was demolished shortly after its 
completion in 1972.^ Subsequently, practitioners of Modem design 
began to turn to eclectic experimentation in search of freedom from the 
restraints of Modernism.

With the emergence of Postmodernism in the 1970s came a 
romanticized synthesis of modem technology and borrowings from the 
design traditions of classical antiquity, specifically those of Greece 
and Rome.^ These borrowings had been digested and transformed by
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the ingenious creative process that catalyzed their absorption into 
the mainstream of Postmodernism. These rediscovered architectonic 
forms were often defined with rich colors and textures.

As the activists of Postmodernism continued their search for 
meaningful images and cultural validity in design in an effort to 
please a public disillusioned with Modernism, one strong identifiable 
vein in their works was that of Art Deco. Still within the design 
problem solving approaches of Modernist functionalism, in addition 
to the distillation of designs of classical Greek or Roman palaces, 
villas, and temple facades, the presence of Streamline Modeme, 
Egyptian motifs, and Aztec forms in various interpretations were 
unmistakably reminiscent of Art Deco themes and moc^s.

An Historical Perspective

Art Deco is a term generally applied to the architectural and 
artistic productions of the 1920s and 1930s. The term was coined after 
the great 1925 Paris exhibition, "L 'Exposition Internationale Des 
Arts Decoratifs Et Industries Modemes."^ Inspired by a sense of social 
responsibility to make the world better through a fashionable 
cosmopolitan aesthetic trend, in reference to architecture, interiors 
and manufactured products, it is a style that may be best 
characterized as a creative and collaborative endeavor between the 
arts and industry. As in Romantic painting or sculpture, the primary 
objective of design efforts was to establish moods by engaging and 
titillating the senses.

The elements unique, and to some extent innovative, to this style, 
were the prismatic geometric shapes articulated by opulent colors 
that were enhanced by the juxtap>osed textures of exotic materials. 
The visual themes that evolved from the orchestration of these 
elements resonated a dynamically pulsating new tempo of modem 
life, just as the Charleston of the times. Most Art Deco buildings and 
artifacts still remaining today stylistically recall the public's light 
hearted fascination with new technology, radio, streamlined 
aerodynamically designed vehicles, ships, and airplanes. Public 
works of art, especially those adorning large building facades and 
their interiors, were even more cathartic, as their imageries 
momentarily transposed emotions of citizens fatigued by the Great 
Depression into an imaginary world of promise and optimism.'^
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The creative energies of these two decades aesthetically 
electrified every designed area of modern life. Buildings, 
furnishings, and artifacts, such as silverware, ceramics, jewelry, light 
fixtures all exemplified the spirited interplay among the design 
elements integrated according to principles unique to Art Deco. In 
America some of the finest creative Art Deco achievements are 
probably the Chrysler Building, an Art Deco sky scraper. Radio City 
Music Hall (both in New York City), the Hoover Dam in Nevada, 
and the Lower Miami Beach area, today referred to as the Deco 
District.

The Chrysler Building was designed by William Van Alen and 
completed in 1930.^ Its bold, immediately assertive architectural 
statement with its soaring mass commands the viewer's eyes skyward 
to the enlarged details of Chrysler car designs richly ornamenting the 
tower. Like other Art Deco sky scrapers of its time, it confirmed 
continued American superiority in such architectural prowess and 
fueled the onlooker’s fire of aspirations toward prosjjerity. It also 
inspired an urban and civil identity that reinforced a pride of place. 
Today it remains an influential structure as a source of inspiration for 
designers of modem skyscrapers.

Radio City Music Hall in Rockefeller Center was designed by 
architects Reinhard, Hofmeister, Corbett, and Hood, and built 
between 1929 and 1940.  ̂ The lounge concept is pronouncedly influenced 
by the then fashionable French stylization of theaters. Within a 
sequence of gently focused spaces synergistically functioning as a 
larger volume, it incorporates intricately detailed veneer work and 
elegant soft furnishings defined by ambient lighting. It is an 
integrative interior architectural statement about urban cultural 
wealth that conveys a sense of luxury without intimidation. The 
flow of spaces intensifies emotions of anticipation prior to 
performances, and afterwards eases the return from fantasy back to 
reality.

Hoover Dam, located on the Nevada and Arizona state line, was 
built between 1931 and 1935.^ A civil engineering masterpiece, in 
which the modernism of the Machine Age transcended into the realm 
of utility, it dazzles the imagination with its parametric, and 
superbly rational stmctural forms. The mass of the spillway with its 
fort-like drum gates effortlessly leaning back against the waters of 
Lake Mead is punctuated by the intake towers majestically sitting in
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their rippled reflections on the waters. The overall design is both 
representational and abstract, expressive and pragmatic, realistic 
and surrealistic. Even today it maintains a silent dialogue with the 
visitors who share the meanings of its Art Deco conventions 
popularized in America.

The planning and architectural development of the Lower Miami 
Beach area, a regional Art Deco interpretation and lyrical expression 
of tropical resort luxury, was realized in the late 1930s.® It was 
designed in resp>onse to a market demand primarily driven by middle 
class Florida vacationers. Set against the cerulean Florida skies, the 
pastel stuccoed, small, intimate hotels and the epicurean restaurants 
with their terraces mingle with private residences as they 
harmoniously adorn the western side of Ocean Drive, curiously face 
the palm tree lined park and then gaze toward the warm sandy 
beaches with iridescent seashells, and beyond toward the azure seas. 
The designers who conceived this vacationers' paradise understood 
the anticip>ations of the sun seeking visitors who wanted anything but 
reminders of home. They provid^ architectural illusions of joy and 
escape that turned travel memories into delightful fictions coloring 
the guests' recollections of their stay. The hotels, for example, were 
designed somewhat like ephemeral stage sets resonant with layers of 
ambiguous meanings where the guests could act out their fantasies of 
being rich and famous for a moment, or for an evening. 
Characteristically, rather than being imposing, the structures 
frivolously imitated ocean liners with bold horizontal stripes, ocular 
windows, circular glittery bosses, and pipe railings to create a 
Nautical Modeme aura within and about them. Renaissance-like 
reliefs, cameos, angels' wings, flamingos, and Mayan reliefs, to 
mention only a few of the many other sources of inspiration for design 
concepts, also added to the kaleidoscope of ambiance enchanting the 
visitors.

The interiors of these buildings were especially refreshing. Often 
implying some historical reference, real or fabricated, they relied on 
the unorthodox application of classical elements to create moods of 
an extravagant resort that metamorphosed even ordinary weekend 
visitors into ones living lives of fantastic luxury. Restaurants 
esf)ecially excelled in conveying a degage disregard for conventional 
concepts of hospitality designs. The "Carioca," for example, 
mimicked and condensed the night life of Rio de Janeiro and
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complemented it with its designs that extended into the metaphors 
they were.® The "French Casino" (now Club 1235), whose original 
elegance endures to this day, continues to indulge its clientele’s sense 
of romance much like European clubs of the 1930s. The grand scale 
staircase possessively embracing the club’s focal point, the 
chandelier-lit foyer, is a promenade to the voluptuously curved 
undulating balconies where even sixty years later, the soft accent 
lights discreetly guide the guests to illusive encounters.

While Art Deco was enthusiastically received by the public 
seeking that extra dimension of sensory excitement, in intellectual 
quarters it was fundamentally regarded as a marketable form of 
"low-art." Critics typically described it as a misguided trend in 
aesthetic illiteracy, leading the design practitioners to compromise 
the integrity of their work.

Art Deco Revival

During the latter part of the 1960s the style, once again, began to 
win popularity. Renewed public interest in its visual energy and 
appeal was more profound than a brief flirt with nostalgia. Present- 
day historians and designers, as well as the critics, now much kinder 
toward Art Deco, began to dissect, analyze and reflect on the era’s 
legacy, explicating their fresh insights about the dynamics of a 
cultural trend that, although seemingly different in many respects, 
parallels contemporary movements in design and manifestly 
influences even the edifices of Postmodern structures.

In the recent past there have been large scale celebrations with 
thousands of participants in cities such as Miami and Chicago and a 
mushrooming of various historic preservation organizations 
empowered to halt demolitions of Art Deco structures, and passionate 
power plays among preservationist investors, financial institutions 
and quick-profit motivated developers. Many Americans, now 
enlightened about the cultural and aesthetic values of Art Deco, 
nudged the power players, and the artists, architects, designers, and 
crafts-persons went to work. Numerous decaying remnants of the 
Machine Age, Streamline Modernism, Tropical Deco, and Classical 
Modeme were restored, preserved and dignified to assume their 
places among the achievements of other historically honored 
traditions representing major American styles. Noteworthy,
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successful rescue efforts of the revivalist preservationists did include 
some of the previously mentioned architectural landmarks along 
with many others throughout the United States.

Artifacts and furnishings of this period are also being 
rediscovered for their aesthetic relevance to Postmodern building 
interiors. As current interior design trends favor eclectic directions. 
Art Deco pieces are often used as accents to provide focal points or 
define areas of visual interests in both residential and commercial 
interiors. In New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles antique showrooms, 
where quality authentic Art Deco light fixtures, furnishings, and 
accessories still can be found, collectors' and designers' demand have 
notably increased in recent years and exceeded supply. These pieces 
are not sought after for purposes of creating a "retrolook" in interiors, 
rather they are valued for their characteristics and design integrity 
that can innately enhance interiors.

Allusive Contemporaneity

Today's design professionals often pontificate on a new nK)demism 
that is distinctively expressed with a rich and strong creative design 
vocabulary that is anything but historically regressive. They regard 
revivalism in design antithetical to this culture and a betrayal of our 
times and modem technology. Their designs materialize in glass, 
steel, and wood, visually richer than the so-called pragmatic, 
uncreative and boring box buildings with which the Modernists of the 
International Style are charged. Yet these new modern design 
concepts seem marbleized with veins of Art Deco. These are not copies 
by «my means, but moods of Art Deco do emerge in a thematic sense, 
and in underlying design philosophies that govern the principles of 
organization of design elements inherent in Art Deco.

Art Deco synthesized visual imagery from the times of antiquity 
and the imagined distant future, and it incorporated popularized 
forms of visual representations of electronic technologies and 
communications. While the early themes of the 1920s emphasized an 
interplay between African and Oriental influences, the Art Deco of 
the 1930s was clearly Machine Age inspired. Streamlining was 
assertively expressed with boldly conceived designs in concrete, neon, 
glass block, etched glass, plastics, polished and satin chrome, 
porthole windows, metal railings, and "eye-brow" windows.
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Postmodernism, perhaps in a more intellectualized manner than 
Art Deco, also proffered a marriage between the classical past, and 
the anticipated future, and romances today’s high technology to the 
fullest extent by creating intelligent buildings. The neon, glass block, 
metal pipe railings, pastel tropical colors, and concrete forms are also 
integral parts of the design vocabulary of Postmodern designers; all 
hallmarks of Art Deco that now seem remarkably contem|X)rary in 
spirit. Clearly, the parallels between Art Deco and Postmodernism 
both philosophically and aesthetically are more empirical than 
theoretical. TTierefore, the moods of Art Deco in Postmodern works 
seem more sensory and intellectual than academic.

It is premature to look for conclusive and definitive historical 
assessments concerning contemporary developments in the designed 
environment as a whole. Analytical observations by scholars, 
however, do confirm the presence of a strong and pervasive Art Deco 
mood in current works that enhance the experiencing of Postmodern 
design, as it responds and relates to shifts in directions of cultural 
trends.^® These Art Deco moods are a natural development in today's 
cultural milieu. They serve an interpretative function concerning 
society's ability and desire to create environments that are expressive 
of its epoch, yet stated within a design syntax that does not exclude 
the artistically less literate. But whatever reasons one may find for 
their allusive presence, what is most important is that they continue 
to increase and stimulate one's ability to unlock an artifact's, 
interior's, or a building’s capacity to be culturally referential on all 
social and intellectual levels by simply indulging the senses and 
imagination.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
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