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INTRODUCTION

An authentic life is one created out of our own choosing. It is one in which we
live by our own script, the script we create. Of course, we are born into the setting of our
lives, which come complete with a cast of characters. But as we grow and mature, we
make decisions as to what we want, who we want around us, what stays, and what goes
away. And so, apart from the constraints we are born into, we create the story of our
lives.

The lives we live in 21 century America are influenced in many ways. One of
the most powerful influences upon them is the mass media, and it is everywhere. Think
about the number of times a media message is received by the average person, each day.
As soon as we get out of bed in the morning, we turn on the radio, the television, or the
computer. We listen or watch, several times during the day. As we drive, or as we take
public transportation, we are subject to media messages through advertisements. Later,
relaxing from a day of work, we might view a movie, or a TV show. Again, we are the
receiver of hours of media messages.

These media messages provide us with information about events, about products,
about people and things. But they also provide us with something else. They provide us
with a taste for our desires. They show us the ideal of how we can live, how we can look,
or what we might have — and these are all but a purchase away. It is the backbone of our

consumer culture.
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All of these acquisitions, however, are not just what they appear to be on the
surface. Attached to them come the satisfaction of some of our internal needs. And so,
through the purchase of a product, or an adoption of a lifestyle brings us fulfillment. All
we had to do was buy it. However, the deal rarely sticks. We are rarely fulfilled, and
eventually quest for more, or better, or another one.

We obtain things with one purpose in mind, and find out later that we haven’t
really gotten what we set out to get. There are many reasons for this. There are also
many facets of these reasons that work in tandem with another reason, in combinations
that go on and on, almost exponentially. Some of these reasons organically reside within
us. We’re just not smart enough, or we haven’t put in the effort, to be smart enough to
make the true choice. Some have to do with how we see things, what we’ve let into our
minds in the past, or what associations we make with things. From there, we can create
our own image of reality (which is really fantasy) and project an idea of what we want.
At this point, we’re as far away from our real desires as we can be.

In the year 2003, no matter how little or how much education we have, how far
and wide we’ve searched for the truth, or how many Outward Bound voyages we’ve been
on, there is still a give and take of things unreal within all of us. How did we get this
way? Was there a time when this wasn’t true of our society? Or, perhaps, it was less, or
somewhat different?

It is our niche in the world, that of the United States in the early 2000’s, around
which this discussion will be centered. How we came to live the lives that we live, the
choices we make and what we desire, will be explored in particular, in light of the

influence of the mass media. Beginning with the birth of this country, in Colonial times,
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and up to the events of the present, the evolution of the media has had a strong effect
upon us. As the forms of mass media grew and changed, so did our desires, and
consequently, did our lives. These changes had positive, and some not-so-positive
effects. As we, ourselves, began to evolve in response to media influence, we gave up
some things in order to procure other things. We gave up parts of our beings in order to
evolve into something else. What this discussion hopes to reveal is the flaw in that
formula. That, at times, we thought we were doing something, or being someone, or
obtaining something that would produce a predicted result. And we came to believe in
this formula because the media told us it would be that way. But we found out that many
times, it just wasn’t so. The exchange wasn’t what we imagined it would be. It wasn’t
what we had expected. Sometimes, it wasn’t equitable, and it wasn’t fair. We had
engaged in a false economy.

The process became an economy because there was an exchange taking place. An
economy can be defined as a financial system, one that does not necessarily require hard
currency, but a system in which some thing is given over for another. The objects of our
transactions were those things that would feed and nourish our human needs. We were
told this in the arena of advertising, in cinema, and however else the mass media spoke to
us throughout the popular culture. The basic needs, those that sustained the workings of
our bodies, could be met within this economy, but when the needs became more
sophisticated, the process of this economy was not always what the media presented it to
be.

Once our needs progressed to satisfying the areas of our self-esteem, our
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definitions and our images of who we were, or what we were trying to become, the
messages became less straightforward from the media. Where, previously, it was our
intellect that was appealed to, now our emotions became the target for their arrows.
Ethics aside, we had to deal within this economy by dealing with our hearts, and not
solely our heads. It changed the workings of the game.

We might have thought that we were obtaining self-esteem, inclusion into a
segment of society, or even love by engaging in the economy. We were ready to
exchange money, perhaps a lot of it, to obtain the goods. The problem that resulted,
however, was a big problem. We found that once the transaction was completed, it did
not satisfy us. We received the goods that promised the fulfillment of our needs, but they
rarely would completely satisfy us. Because no matter what we bought, what we could
obtain, there was an inherent lack that came along with it. As soon as the initial romance
had faded, we found that what we were trying to achieve was not really found. It was all
in the honeymoon, and what we were left with was an empty marriage. The economy
that we had engaged in was a false one.

Our desires, themselves, even wore a mask that was hard to decipher from the real
thing. We might have desired love, but what we exchanged our money for was a new
lipstick. We might have wanted to feel desired by the object of our lust, but what we
ended up purchasing was a six pack of beer. The mass media sent us messages from
television, from newspapers and magazines, and even secretly disguised them within the
movies we watched and the songs we enjoyed. When we engaged in this formula and it
came up lacking, we didn’t change the formula. We searched for another product within

it to make us feel complete. But it never did.
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The result of this false economy, and of these sometimes, untrue desires, is our
inauthentic lives. False lives. Lives lived in pursuit of a purpose that is artificial. The
economy, itself, becomes a bogus formula resulting in the pursuit of an unreal goal. The
script that we set out to write the story of our lives seemed to be written by someone else.

Because of this false economy of what we believed to be our desires, our lives
were full of stuff that was of little meaning. We even kept acquiring more and more of it.
We just didn’t know that this pursuit was futile. Even our ideals became false
representations of what we believed them to be. Wherein we might have thought were
being brave, or moral, or patriotic, or selfless, or any intrinsic quality that would define
us and actualize our existences, we were, at times, fulfilling our end of the economy
according to machinations of the media influence. Sometimes, we would appear all of
these things, but again, inside of us, we had only bought the apparition. Sometimes we
fooled ourselves, and those watching us. Sometimes, we ended up dead, and we didn’t
even have to buy the flag on our coffin — it was what we acquired in the economy.

The media analyst, Harold Innis, theorized that the rise and fall of civilizations
and the cultural changes that take place within them, can be understood by the functions
of their predominant media of communications. This being the case, this discussion
focuses on our primary methods of media communications — advertising, cinema,
television and popular culture — to explore the relationship between what we want, and
what we really get. For as these factions of the media grew and evolved, our culture
responded, in kind. What we wanted was shaped by the media, and what we got, in
appearance as well as reality, was too.

Many of the great thinkers in man’s history have pondered the concept of desire,
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the “what we want.” Much of our current culture can be understood in light of Jacques
Lacan’s view that it is the very lack of having the object of our desires that is the essence
of the desire. Advertising has promoted a quest for power through possessions, in which
we search for fulfillment by obtaining the products that they advertise. Love, happiness,
hope, spirituality, self-esteem and all of the fundamental values can be acquired for the
price of their product. We are encouraged to search for our ideology through Visa,
MasterCard or cash. But as Hannah Arendt notes, what it really creates is a “philosophy
of futility.” Lacan was right — it is the space of wanting it that is so sweet. And when we
finally take our possessions home and open the box, there is nothing inside. What might
have appeared to fulfill our expectations, simply could not. We are left to search again.
But we don’t have to search far, as the promise of desire is offered, again, in the next
billboard we see, the next television commercial we watch, or the next glossy magazine
ad we read. Through ads, the promises keep coming and coming.

Looking at desire within the cinema, it can be seen in the arena of Christian
Metz’s “screen as mirror” concept. Metz, one of the chief theorists of cinema, tells us
that we look at the images on the screen, and see ourselves. In other words, we see a
reflection of who we are, or who we wish we were, or perhaps, who we fantasize
ourselves to be. It is akin to Sigmund Freud’s “dream fulfillment” that becomes
transplanted into a sense of the real.

And as we gaze upon the silver screen, is it not reminiscent of Narcissus staring
at his own reflection on the water, and falling in love? What we have acquired in our

cultures, now, is that sense of self that is heightened, idealized, and skirts in the realm of
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the fantastic. We will deal within our economy to satisfy the desired image of our
fabricated selves. We have created our own culture of narcissism.

The cinema defines who we want to be, and the advertisers tell us what we can
buy to achieve it. Our popular culture cannot truly deliver those inherent values we
search for, and strive for, and long for to make our lives fulfilled and complete, and so
they offer the next best thing — a simulation of it. By confusing the real and fantasy, the
real and entertainment, we have become satisfied by possessing a replication of our
desires. After all, we can’t seem to grab hold of the real thing, so if something that looks
like it, or talks or walks or even squawks like it is for sale, perhaps it is the same, and we
will buy it. We are so inundated with simulated reality in the media that we no longer see
the difference. The authentic being, and the phantasmagorical being, exist together, in
our confusion.

The big question for members of our current society is: how do we live authentic
lives in an inauthentic culture? Answers to questions such as this one are easier to find
after the ‘war is over.” A generation or two from now, media analysts and philosophers
will look at us and see what we did right and wrong, and how we could have lived better
if only we did this or that. But for now, we can only offer different suggestions on what
to do. Some of them will better or lives, and many of them will not. My offer to this
dilemma is the addendum to this philosophical discourse, the screenplay, Fantasy House
(2000).

The Fantasy House is simulacra, itself. It is a house of “adult entertainment”, in
which the clients engage in an economy of money, not for actual sexual favors, but for

simulated, fantasy role-play sex. And, as in our confusion of the real and the fantastic in
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our daily lives, the characters of Fantasy House make the mistake of confusing who they
truly are, and what they become within the walls of this replication of the real. The
women who offer themselves in this economy present only the image of who they are,
and not what they are beneath the surface. The buyers, the men who frequent the Fantasy
House, then engage in their end of the economy not with an authentic product, but a
simulated one. The synergy of the simulated realities — that of the environment, the
women/products and the men/buyers — create a multi-faceted spiral of confused
“realities” in which the real object, something of authentic value, can hardly be obtained.
Like the gold ring to be grasped on the revolving merry-go-round, it is always just out of
reach. It passes by so quickly that we wonder if we ever had a chance of grabbing it, or
not. And it may appear to be gold, but is it?

The confusion of simulated realities is explored within the development of the
characters of Fantasy House, but as the author, I offer no answers. Understanding how
these characters deal within this realm of confusion is akin to understanding our existence
in our culture of simulacrum. Analyzing and stripping their layers off until their true
motivations are bare is my contribution to the comprehension of who we our in our times,
in a world of simulated reality.

We will begin this discussion by looking at the history of media culture in the
United States, how it grew and evolved, its role in the economy of our desires, and how

this economy resulted in the lives we live, today.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE HISTORY OF MEDIA CULTURE IN THE UNITED STATES

1. Colonial Times

The “America” we area bout to discuss was not yet a country in its’ dawn,
that of the 1600's to the mid-1700's. It was a land in which the cultures of its
native people were about to be infiltrated, and eventually, overcome, by the
Europeans that descended upon it. These new inhabitants formed the Thirteen
Colonies, a vast amount of rural land that spanned from Georgia to Maine. In that
time, before the birth of the United States in 1776, the citizens of this new
democracy had to discover, weigh and measure the information they needed
in order to make informed decisions about their country-to-be. They couldn't yet
turn to CNN or BBC or even FOX News for that information. There wasn't even
radio. How did they find what they needed to know? They read.

The historian Daniel Boorstin (1961, p. 23) describes Colonial America as such:
"It was diffuse. Its center was everywhere because it was nowhere. Every man was close
to what (printed matter) talked about. Everyone could speak the same language. It was
the product of a busy, mobile, public society."

Literacy was held in high esteem, for as early as 1647, Massachusetts Bay
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legislation, shortly followed by all the New England colonies (except Rhode Island)
provided for compulsory elementary education. Eleven years earlier, in 1636, higher
education was founded at Harvard College (Erickson, 2003). The Middle Colonies
lagged behind those of New England, New York falling even more than the others in its
region, due to its poor school system. Occasional help was given by the royal
government to provide facilities, but well-to-do citizens hired tutors for their children.
Unlike the early efforts to establish colleges in neighboring New England, it was not until
the mid-eighteenth century that Princeton, King's College (now Columbia University)
and Rutgers College was established. In the South, the farms and plantations were so
widely separated that community schools were impossible. In their stead, planters joined
with their nearby neighbors to hire tutors for their children. Those from the poorer ranks
undertook the task of teaching the rudiments of reading and writing to their children,
themselves (Erickson, 2003).

Pennsylvania was one of the more enterprising colonies within the educational
sphere. Early schools, the first founded in 1683, taught reading, writing, and the keeping
of accounts. The Quaker communities followed suite by establishing similar elementary
education. In Philadelphia, more advanced training was offered in classical languages,
history and literature. These schools were free to the poor, but parents who could afford
to pay tuition were required to do so. Also, several private schools were founded,
including those with a focus on the education of adults, and those solely for women
(Erickson, 2003).

The then ruler of the Pennsylvanian colony, Secretary Logan, erected a building
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housing his extensive collection of books, and bequeathed it to the city of Philadelphia.
It was a varied collection, one in which the young Ben Franklin found the latest scientific
resources. Franklin later went on to found what he called, "the mother of all time of the
American subscription libraries" (Erickson, 2003).

Due to the taste for literacy and education, by 1772, "the poorest labourer upon
the shore of the Delaware thinks himself entitled to deliver his sentiment in matters of
religion or politics with as much freedom as the gentleman or scholar. . . . such is the
prevailing taste for books of every kind, that almost every man is a reader (Duche, 1772,
as cited in Postman, 1984, chap. 1). Four years later, Thomas Payne's Common Sense
was published. There is no definitive answer as to how many copies were actually
distributed, the conservative guess being 300,000 copies, with the high estimate at about
half a million (Boorstin, 1958). Taking a figure of 400,000 in a population of 3,000,000,
a book published in 2000 would have to sell 24,000,000 copies to do as well. The only
communication event that could produce such collective attention in today's America is
the Superbowl (Postman, 1984). In the book, Democracy in America (Tocqueville, 1835,
as cited in Postman, 1984, chap. 1), Americans are described as: "He cannot converse,
but he can discuss, and his talk falls into a dissertation. He speaks to you as if he is
addressing a meeting: and if he should change to become warm during a discussion, he
will say, 'Gentlemen' to the person with whom he is conversing." This odd way of
speaking was a reflection of modeling his conversational style on the structure of the
printed word (Postman, 1984).

Americans were not only accumulating knowledge, nor were they only finding a
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mode of speech with their accentuation on reading. They were learning a way thinking.
When a person reads, they assimilate ideas and judge them. Their reaction to this process
can be immediate, or it can develop over a period of time. "To engage in the written
word means to follow a line of thought, which requires considerable powers of
classifying, inference-making and reasoning. It means to uncover lies, confusions, and
overgeneralizations, to detect abuses of logic and common sense. It also means to weigh
ideas, to compare and contrast assertions, to connect one generalization to another" (Ong,
1984, as cited in Postman, chap. 4).

Americans, at the start of their civilization, were literate beings. Because of this,
they enjoyed a time when their analytical functions were stronger than they would be in
the future. The age of the print culture occurred, by no surprise, occurred at the time of

the Age of Reason (Postman, 1984).

2. The Written Word Gives Way to the Telegraph — the 1800’s

The Lincoln/Douglass debate in 1858 was reported to the citizenry in writing.
They read about the political candidates, through the newspapers published at the time.
Both of the speakers used complex rhetorical resources -- sarcasm, irony, paradox,
elaborated metaphors, fine distinctions and the exposure of contradiction, none of which
would advance their causes unless the audience was aware of and understood the use of
these devices. When the audience reacted to the smartness of the verbal gymnastics, the
speakers asked them to be aware of their reactions, and pay strict attention to the issues,

not the delivery of such. It was the ideas of public figures that made them well known,
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not their appearance or even their oratory. In fact, it is likely that the first fifteen
presidents of the United States would not have been recognized if they passed the average
citizen on the street (Postman, 1984).

In the early 1800's, the pace of media communications was about to rapidly

quicken. A Russian diplomat working in Germany, Baron Pavel Schilling, was working
on the seed of an idea of what would later become the telegraph. By 1839 William
Cooke and Charles Wheatstone had created a telegraphic system in which the public
could, for the price of one shilling, send a message from one end of the thirteen-mile
system to the other. Six years later, in 1845, Americans could send a telegraph forty
miles between Baltimore and Washington. In 1866, the first transatlantic transmissions
went sent from Europe to North America (BT Group Archives, 2003).

The society that once read their news and information, and in doing so,
weighed, measured, calculated and reasoned with it, was now receiving message after
message in rapid succession. The entire world became the context for news. These
messages that flashed before them, so quickly, were just as quickly replaced with a more
up-to-date message. Messages were pushed out of one's consciousness, without time for
evaluation, and replaced with the next, the next, and the next (Postman, 1984).

For the first time, people received information that had little to do with their own
lives. What came to them was not asked for, and they had little control over its content,
as well as the rapidity of its ever-changing nature. "Telegraphy made relevance
irrelevant. The abundant flow of information had very little or nothing to do with those
to whom it was addressed; that is, with any social or intellectual context in which their

lives were embedded" (Thoreau, 1957, as cited in Postman, 1984, chap. 4). Being
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informed now meant knowing a lot of information, not particularly, knowing much about
it. Information now had an, almost, impersonal nature about it. And it was this nature of

the information that we were becoming accustomed to as the norm.

3. The Visual Introduces the Power of Emotion in Mass Communication

-- Mid 1800’s to the 1900’s

A result of the bombardment of new and impersonal information resulted in a
new type of journalism, spearheaded by Joseph Pulitzer. Pulitzer was more interested in
selling his papers than in fair and honest reporting, and so emphasized human-interest
stories and sensational accounts of sex, violence and scandal. Likewise, William
Randolph Hearst was selling his papers with stories that were lurid and gaudy, as well
(Czitrom, 1982, p.92). Emotion became a strong tool used in the process of reasoning,
which had previously been dominated by the intellect. And for the first time, the image
entered the sphere of advertising, penetrating the arena that had only consisted of words.

This major turning point in the reasoning of Americans came about with the
introduction of the image, as opposed to just the word, in mass communication. With
the introduction of the image, emotion became a strong tactic, a major tactic, in our
reasoning process that had been so strong in intellect and analysis. In 1896, an
advertisement for H-O Oatmeal was accompanied by the picture of a baby, rapturously
about to devour a bowl of the cereal. Up until this time, advertising was considered a
serious and rational enterprise whose purpose was to convey information and make

claims about its product (Postman, 1984). It appealed to understanding, not to passion.
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The desired reaction to this ad was not so much cerebral, as it was emotional. For the
first time, buyers went straight from the gut of their feelings and into their pockets,
instead of passing the information about the product through their brain. Mass
communication had found something that would change our culture in a major fashion.

Whether this climate of thought set the stage for the next major player in
media communications, or if this new form helped in creating this environment, no one
can say. But it was at this time, in the 1890's, that the motion picture made its way to the

eyes of the American public.

4. The Motion Picture Makes Its Debut -- 1890’s to the early 1900’s

The year 1892 marked the inception of the motion picture. Thomas
Edison set up the first motion picture studio, the Black Maria, in West Orange, New

Jersey. He used a kinetograph, an immobile camera housed in a tarpaper shack (Czitrom,
1982, p.38). By 1895, films were seen in venues of entertainment, mainly vaudeville,
travelling shows and penny arcades (Czitrom, 1982, p. 63).

The years 1905 to 1918 were marked by a boom in the movie industry. Their
length had extended to ten or fifteen minutes, concentrated mainly within the genres of
westerns, comedies and melodramas. In 1915, D.W. Griffith made Birth of a Nation,
considered the first masterpiece of American cinema. Birth of a Nation elevated film
from a mere entertainment to the status accorded to the visual and performing arts (PBS,

2003). Griffith used creative techniques with camera angles and editing to achieve a
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work more artistically driven than the short films that came before and served, primarily,
as amusements.

The American public went to the movie houses in droves. In the larger
cities, weekly attendance in New York City was almost five million in the year 1910.
Cities like Cleveland and San Francisco sold about half a million tickets, each week
(Czitrom, 1982, p. 46). In the smaller towns, seats were filled just as much, by
schoolchildren, as well as adults. For instance, in the town of Ipswich, Massachusetts, in
1914, 69% of the boys and 55% of the girls in grades five through eight attended the
movie houses at least once a week. That number jumped for high school students, who
attended a whopping 81% at least one time a week (Czitrom, 1982, p.42).

What was the attraction of this new phenomenon? Frances North (as cited in
Czitrom, 1982, p.53) noted the "great alluring power in an amusement which for a few
cents . . . can make a humdrum mill hand become an absorbed witness of stirring scenes
otherwise unattainable, a quick transference from the real to the unreal." Likewise,
Elizabeth Butler, in her 1909 classic study of working-class women in Pittsburgh (as
cited in Czitrom, 1982, p.49), thought that grinding and monotonous factory labor
radically changed recreation patterns: "Dulled senses demand powerful stimuli;
exhaustion of the vital forces leads to a desire for the crude, for violent excitation . . . In
such circumstances, culture of hand or brain seems unattainable, and the sharing of our
general heritage a remote dream." The lower to middle classes found refuge in the
movies. The industry understood this, and in the year 1908 opened their new

nickelodeons in business districts on the outer edges of slums, and near white-collar
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shopping centers, where they hoped to attract middle-class patronage (Merritt, as cited in
Czitrom, 1982, p. 50).

There were concerns about the shifting values that movie-goers exhibited.
Americans were beginning to become a nation of watchers, not doers. Was this a
weakness, as many of the time warned? As the Reverend Richard H. Edwards (as cited
in Czitrom, 1982, p. 43) lamented, “Why has the love of spontaneous play given way so
largely to the love of merely being amused?" The themes in cinema concerned
themselves with the "warring sides of human nature -- appetite and will, impulse and
reason, inclination and ideal" (Ross, as cited in Czitrom, 1982, p. 43).

An answer came, in sorts, in 1909 with the creation of the National Board of
Censorship of Motion Pictures. The board set a standard of judgement in the areas of
excesses of sex, drugs and crime in the cinema. Interestingly, the Board understood the
psychological power of this new medium. They justified their purpose with the
explanation of the moviegoer's experience: "Those who are educated by the movies are
educated through their hearts and their sense impressions and that sort of education
sticks. Every person in an audience has paid admission and for that reason gives his
attention willingly . . . Therefore he gives it his confidence and opens the window of his
mind. And what the movie says sinks in" (National Board of Censorship, as cited in
Czitrom, 1982, p.59).

The movies became a favorite form of entertainment in American life, and were
not, so easily, going away. Such was their popularity and influence so great that they
became a subject for analysis. This analysis was conducted by early media analysts, even

before the field was recognized and defined. Sociologists, psychologists and government
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agencies began to look at them, too. In 1933, the President's Research Committee on
Recent Social Trends investigated the "agencies of mass impression" -- those which
communicated with and influenced a large number of the populous -- the ever-popular
motion picture, as well as newspapers, periodicals and radio. The Committee investigated
them from the perspective of the four different areas of propaganda analysis, public
opinion analysis, social psychology and marketing research (Czitrom, 1982, p. 123).
Slightly earlier work had been done in 1927 by Harold Lasswell on the first area of
propaganda, specifically looking at its use in World War I.

Lasswell (1927) sought to classify the mechanisms, tactics, and strategies of
propaganda, which he defined as "the control of opinion by significant symbols . . . . by
stories, rumors, reports, pictures and other forms of social communication" . He looked
at the operation of the modern media, and how it was abused in various countries during
wartime. Around that same time, Walter Lippmann (1925) in both his Public Opinion
and The Phantom Public made a case that people acted increasingly not upon their
knowledge of the real world but in response to the ubiquitous "pseudoenvironments"
communicated through the modern media. In any case, it was clear that the media was
something to be monitored.

In 1934, a controversial study, Movies and Conduct, was done by sociologist
Herbert Blumer. He investigated the effects of cinema upon children, and concluded that
films operated through an "emotional possession" of the child, getting such a "strong grip
on him that even his effort to rid himself of it by reasoning with himself may prove to
little avail." His critics pointed out the difficulty in separating the many cultural

influences upon the child from the movies, themselves.
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The cinema certainly had an influence upon its audience, both young and old. But
doors were opening into new ways to use this influence. The cinema was helping us
define our desire to live our lives a certain way, and to want different things. We came to
admire the people we saw on the screen, both the characters they played and the persons
they were in real life, too. It was helping to define who we wanted to be, and what we

wanted.

5. The Cinema Reflects Us — the 1930’s & 40’s

The area of market research had begun discovering the ability of the new media
to sell products to consumers. Various methods were identified and freely used in
advertising. By the 1930's, these same methods were widely used in the political arena,
as well, by polling voters on their stances on issues and candidates (Czitrom, 1982,
p.125). And in 1940, the Rockefeller Foundation assembled a diverse group of scholars
to study these techniques, and concluded that what works to sell soap and candidates "are
transferable and should be used to support public policy". Mass communication and the
four question scheme -- who says what to whom and with what effect -- became the
dominant paradigm defining the scope and problems of American communications
research.

There was a shift in the way sociologists and psychologists looked at the effects
of cinema. Instead of focusing on the effects it had on audience behavior, post-World
War II studies sought to explain how movies revealed deep and consistent patterns in the

collective unconscious of a society or historical era (Czitrom, 1982, p. 139). A study
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done of German film (Kracauer, 1947) exposed psychological dispositions that yielded
valuable clues as to how Hitler was able to assume power. Kracauer argued that the films
of a nation revealed its mental life in a more direct way than other media, because they
were collective productions that appealed to anonymous multitudes. He concentrated
attention on the pictorial and narrative motifs of films, claiming that persistent reiteration
of these motifs mark them as outward projections of inner urges. By conducting this kind
of analysis, he could trace the psychological pattern of a people at a particular time.

Strongly influenced by Kracauer, Barbara Deming, a curator for the Library of
Congress, took a slightly different take upon analyzing the films of the 1940's. "It is not
as mirrors reflect us but, rather, as our dreams do, that movies most truly reveal the
times" (Deming, 1947). She asked us not so much to look at our psyches, but at the
dream we were buying at the box office. A bit later, a psychoanalytic study (Wolfenstein
& Leite, 1950) of cinema looked at the dream content to identify the deeply lying, less
articulate aspirations, fears and wishes inherent in the films of a time. The major plot
configurations, they concluded, of American movies underlined the importance of
winning against external hazards. The heroes would emerge, victoriously, from the
shadow of false appearances. What had changed was other people's perception of them.

The Culture Industry (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944) is an attack by the authors
on how the modern media have become technological instruments, extending political
and economic domination to the cultural sphere, and debasing art and regimenting
individual consciousness. The modern media was, in all practicality, run by businessmen
whose aim was to make a profit. And because of this, these businessmen encouraged

whatever would help fatten those profits -- conspicuous consumption, speculation and
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wasteful competition. But Americans had to look beyond a few hours of escapism, and a
few dollars spent. A call was heard to look upon the lasting effect all this had on their
civilization, itself.

Harold Innis (1940) saw the role of communication in a society as quite a
serious influence. The rise and fall of civilizations, he said, and the cultural changes
within an individual civilization may be understood primarily as the functions of the
predominant media of communication. He saw systems of communication as symbolic
representations of a people, of their civilization. Therefore, if one was to look at these
ways of communication, he argued, one could decipher their values. One could also tell
who they saw as their sources of authority, and also, how they organized their
knowledge. When Innis analyzed American culture of the 1940's in this way, he saw that
it was in terrible danger of disintegration. Now that the oral and written tradition had
been taken over by the new technology, it was doomed to become a mechanical,
impersonal, image-oriented society, very much akin to its manner of media

communication.

6. The Age of Television — 1950’s to the 80’s

During the next decade of the 1950's, Americans housed yet another form of
media communication, the television. Commercial television was first marketed in 1946,
and by 1950, 9% of all households had a TV. That number jumped in one year to 23.5%,
and by 1954 to 55.7%. At the beginning of the next decade, in 1960, a whopping 87% of

all homes owned a television. In another ten years, the percentage would be up to 95%
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(TVHistory.TV, 2001-2003). The “small screen” had become part of the American
family.

Probably, the media analyst who yielded the most impact in the 60's was the
Canadian university professor, Marshall McLuhan. Coining the phrase, "The Medium is
the Message," he explains how media and technologies have become extensions of man,
himself. In his book, Understanding Media, McLuhan (1964, p. 8) makes an analogy to
the railway system, which "did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or
road into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human
functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure. This . .
. 1s quite independent of the freight or content of the railway medium." In other words,
independent of the content it mediates, it has its own qualities which are its unique
message.

McLuhan (1964) warned us that this new electronic media created a
"numbness", a "trance", a "subliminal state" in its viewers. He saw it as a kind of
"Narcissus narcosis" which served as self-protection or an anesthetizing of the central
nervous system. Even so, he was not particularly pessimistic about the future of
humankind in this technological world, as was his predecessor, Harold Innis. He
embraced what he saw as a kind of technological naturalism, arguing that in its evolution,
mankind if perpetually physiologically modified by his own inventions. "Man becomes .
. . the sex organs of the machine world, as the bee of the plant world, enabling it to
fecundate and to evolve ever new forms. The machine world reciprocates man's love by
expediting his wishes and desires, namely, in providing him with wealth” (McLuhan,

1964). That is, wealth in all aspects of man's desires.
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Throughout the 1970's to the present, man desired to be entertained, and
entertained by the media. In the 1980's, television added its cable component, with 50%
of American homes subscribing to it. Videotape rentals and video games were popular,
also. In 1989, Nintendo made a $1 billion dollar annual profit for sales, while tape
rentals of movie videocassettes reached 4 billion in the year (Mediahistory, 2003).

Entertainment had also seeped into the world of politics, as the American
populous had chosen a former actor to be their president. And, as Ronald Reagan (1966)
said, "Politics is just like show business." The use of the image, over the word, showed
its strength in the 1984 elections, when the candidates were less concerned with giving
arguments, and more with giving off impressions (Postman, 1984). The candidates knew
that the image is what television communicated best, and so used it in that manner.
Political strategy had now made a full change from the emphasis on the idea, on
discourse, as witnessed in the 1865 Lincoln/Douglass debates, to that of the, mostly
visual, impression.

Television brought the power of the image into everyone’s home. Some of that
power we used to inform and entertain ourselves, and some of that power was used on us.
It became another major element in our method of mass communication. It would
continue to be just that, over the remainder of the century, and joined by more
sophisticated forms of electronic communication towards the end of that century. Those
forms would be the computer, a device that would change the way we live, and various

other forms of electronic communications.
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7. 1990’s to the Present —

Computers & More Sophisticated Electronic Communications

The 1990's marked the birth of the World Wide Web, and by 1994 1/3 of
American homes had a computer. By 1996, there were over 100,000 web sites and 30
million internet users in the United States (Mediahistory, 2003). This new technology
did not deter audiences of the older forms of cinema and television, however. As we
ventured into the new millenium, the movies used more sophisticated special effects to
rock their audiences, as with Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2001) to The Matrix
(2003). Television viewing remained strong, as the average American clocked in,
watching four hours a day (Mediahistory, 2003).

When we look back at the history of media culture in the United States, we see
the shift from the written word to the image. The word allowed communication to be a
two-way street -- ideas in the text could be thought over, analyzed and pondered. There
was time and space for a response to those words. When image became the predominant
form of communication, emotion could be used by the viewer to reason, the result being
that these emotions could then be manipulated by the sender. As electronic
communication progressed, the images came to us quicker and quicker, allowing little
time for the incubation of any response. Audiences now seem to prefer spectacular
images to outdo the last set of spectacular images, and they want, at the same time, to be

happily entertained.
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The effect of the electronic media, might, as Harold Innis predicted, cause the
disintegration of our culture. It might, as Marshall McLuhan said, serve to create a great
wealth of our desires. It is impossible to know which will prevail. Our media culture is
now a culture of vision. It operates in all its areas — in advertising, cinema, television, in

all popular entertainment -- through the use of emotion, the use of our desires.
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CHAPTER TWO

OUR CULTURE OF SUBJECTIVE VISION

1. The Inner Workings of Vision — Associations, Memory & Projection

The turning point in American media culture came at the time that the image
infiltrated the word. No longer was information only read, pondered and judged.
Anyone who had anything to sell, be it by advertising or politicizing, now had the power
of emotion to get the public to see things their way.

What was this power of the image? What happened in the space between the
sighted object and the eye? And how did the brain react to what the eye perceived? The
answers to these questions somehow fed into the emotions, allowing the visual to have a
strong and persuasive effect upon its audience. As the saying goes, there was more going
on "than meets the eye."

The standard Model of Communication, in which the sender gives a message to
the receiver, within an environment that is affected by distractions, upon which feedback
is then returned, was just the surface of the issue (Hybels & Weaver, 2001, p. 6).
Communication analysts began to look beyond this simple model of information
exchange, noting that there were active interpretive strategies happening at all stages of

the viewers' experience.
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In his book, Cultures of Vision: Images, Media, and the Imaginary, Robert
Burnett (1995, p. 25) describes the image as "a vehicle through which spectators create
constellations of meaning in stages, transforming, in an historical and temporal sense, the
way images communicate and the many ways we communicate about them." The
viewer not only registers the image in their mind, but goes through other processes, as
well. They make associations with the object, memories come into play, desires and
fantasies can arise -- the list can be as long and multifaceted as the viewer makes it.

Let us take, for example, the simple sight of an apple. Several thoughts or
feelings might occur in the viewer from a glimpse of it. They might judge it to be ripe, or
not, it's appeal to the taste, its attractiveness -- and depending on whether the viewer is
hungry, do they want to bite into it? Does their sensory memory of the taste of apples
create an imaginary taste sensation without even eating it? Or does this memory recall
the horror of the last time they bit into an apple, along with the worm that was inside of
it? The associations with the apple can be endless, as are, the memories. What is created
is a cacophony of thought and feeling, all from the simple image of a piece of fruit.

It would seem that endless layers of meaning to an image, the "many voices and
many meanings crowding together in sometimes similar and sometimes different
contexts, making the effort to be heard and to be seen" (Burnett, 1995, p.135) would
make it impossible for someone to get on with their day after opening their eyes in the
morning. Wouldn't we have to make sense of all this information? Classify it? Control it
instead of it controlling us? According to Burnett, all that can be controlled is the

perspective on the image. "Yet that perspective is never complete, always shifting and
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changing as a result of the relationship between vision and comprehension and
interpretation.”

The state of constant flux of our perspective can be explained by an "inner"
working of vision. Indeed, most of the messages the brain receives comes from not from
the object viewed upon, but from inside the brain, itself. "Parts of the brain, indeed, the
major portion of its tissues, receive input only from other parts of the brain, and they give
outputs to other parts without intervention from the outside world. The brain might be
said to be in touch more with itself than with anything else" (Edelman, 1995, as cited in
Burnett, p.9).

Again, if we consider the image of the apple, first we see it. Our understanding of
its image is the fluctuating result of the associations we have of it, already in our minds,
and the result is a judgement, a feeling, or even an epiphany about it. We have some type
of reaction. But whether we bite into the apple, reminisce about the aroma of
grandmothers' fresh baked pies, or discover the law of gravity, it remains out of our
control and in area of our inner vision. "What we see is directly linked to how we think"
(Burnett, 1995, p.12).

Even the physiology of our brains is different, according to our sex. This contrast
in "hard-wiring" might even account for a disparity of thought between the sexes. Men's
brains are 15% larger than females, whereas women have more extensive corpus
callosum, which is the cluster of nerves that connect the two hemispheres (Liston, 2001,
p.3). Therefore, if men think with a larger brain, do they see more of the singular
"picture?" And if women have more bridges between their analytic and aesthetic sides,

are they thinking by "making the connections?" Imagine both sexes looking at that same
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apple -- again, the image is different according to the thinking of the particular mind. If
we follow the inference given by the different biological structures, a male might be
thinking, "Food!" wherein the female, "These are healthy snacks that I'll keep out in a
bowl so that they'll reach for it instead of some junk food."

The ghosts of previous images have their effect upon that of the moment, also.
We call them memory. Looking at memory from a cognitive-neassociationistic
perspective, it is a "collection of networks, with each network consisting of units or nodes
that represent substantive elements of thought, feelings, and so forth, linked through
associative pathways" (Landman & Manis, 1983, as cited in Bryant & Zillman, p. 45).
The influence of a memory can vary, being that it is strong, or weak. Each thought or
feeling can run an entire range of input, like turning the volume up or down in a radio.
Memories, themselves, are also affected by different factors.

One factor is the similarity of memories (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 42). The
glossy, red skin of the apple might remind me of the dress I wore the first day of
kindergarten or my first car. Contiguity is another factor (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p.
45). I might make the connection between the shape of the apple and the shape of a man
who works out at my gym. Semantic relatedness (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p.45) is
another factor in affecting memory, as that apple might "appeal" to my taste. If we add
these factors to the strength of the memory, we can have several versions of the same
thought, each differing, somewhat, according to what influence it has undergone.

Donna Haraway, in Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, (1991, p.193), explains: "The
topography of subjectivity is multi-dimensional; so, therefore is vision. The knowing self

is partial in all its guises, never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always
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constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to
see together without claiming to be another."

Looking at our memories as stored messages, they create, for us, a symbolic
reality. This reality consists of what we recall of an event. But due to the technology of
our age, our memories can also be a synthetic experience (Adoni & Mane, 1984). These
experiences consist of stored messages that are enhanced by the effects of news gathering
and editing equipment -- slow motion, instant replay, close-ups, etc. They have become
such an accepted, and therefore unnoticed, way that we witness news events that we
recall that the event really did happen that way. The tapes of the Kennedy Assassination
in 1964 have been shown many times in slow motion, to the point where many of us
"remember" the reality of the event that way. Even John F. Kennedy, Jr., said he could
not perceive if his memory of saluting his father's coffin was his childhood memory, or a
memory from seeing the tape of himself doing so, since this image had been shown on
television so many times throughout his lifetime (Burnett 1995, p. 128).

When a memory, such as the assassination of Kennedy, has strong feelings
attached to it, emotions can be activated. Like thought, there are network formulations
of emotion. Ideas having emotional significance are linked associatively to particular
feelings and motor programs. The activation of these emotion-related ideas tends to
arouse the feelings and action tendencies that are associated with them (Berkowitz, 1984,
p. 410-417). If Jack Ruby had operated by this theory, it would have been the arousal of
emotion from watching the Kennedy Assassination tape that caused him to kill Lee
Harvey Oswald. Of course, this has remained a mystery for almost forty years, but it

would explain the progression from image to emotion to action in this case. "We see and
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then we think, or to put it in more popular terms, we are affected by what we see and then
think about it" (Burnett, 1995, p. 29).

There is another aspect to be considered, between the image, and the associations,
memories and feelings in the mind. It is a space that is neither produced by the viewer
nor solely produced by the image. It is a meeting point of desire, meaning, and
interpretation -- the projection.

Projections are conscious acts, which transition between the demands made by
the image and the needs of the viewer (Burnett, 1995, p.137). It is more of an intangible
concept than our previous idea of an inner vision. Human activity can be located at
various sites of the brain, but "inner makes sense only as a synonym for mental or
psychological . . . where is a dream, a self-reproach?" (Schafer, 1976, p.159).

The space of projection has been described as a link between the various levels of
thought and fantasy -- a place where we can practice a "pedagogy of the imagination"
(Calvino, 1988, p. 92). Humankind imagines -- projects -- the satisfaction of their needs
somewhere in this space. For example, Freud thought of all religion as a projection. He
believed that humankind could not bear the thought of being at the mercy of an unknown
universe, and so created -- projected -- a benevolent father figure to protect and guide
them (Burnett, 1995, chap. 4). Projection is the land where our desires are born.

Desire, itself, it a complicated issue. Since it is the crux of this discussion, it will
be discussed, dissected and analyzed in the next portion of this chapter. Desire has been
a subject considered by many of the great thinkers. Their understanding of the subject

will facilitate in the understanding of this discourse.



False Economy of Our Desires 32

2. Need and Desire — Philosophy and Desire to the 20" Century

And so, what is it that drives us to desire? As previous stated, we base our wants
in our needs. Abraham Maslow (1954) created the best-known model of human needs,
his hierarchy of such that ranged from the essential life-sustaining needs to the less
critical self-improvement and self-actualization ones. At the base of the hierarchy are
physiological needs of food, air, water and shelter, or the needs of the body that it has to
have into order not to die. Then, there is the need to be safe within our environment. As
the hierarchy rises, our needs as social creatures must be met, in the area of love and
belonging. Once that is satisfied, we must feel good about who we are. We need to have
a sense of self-esteem. Finally, we reach the apex of our needs in being "the best we can
be" -- self-actualization. The relation of these needs to our media culture will be
explored more specifically in later chapters.

The workings of desire has been pondered and debated throughout the ages. In
the Republic, Plato describes the soul in three parts: an appetitive part, a spirited part, and
a rational part. The appetitive part desires the sensual, bodily needs. The rational part
follows reason. The third part is what guides the soul in one direction or the other. It can
lead the soul to follow its appetites or to follow reason. Plato called this part thumos, in
which the soul desires what it takes to be good for itself. As long as reason is properly
guided, such that the appetites follow its dictates, then it will seek what is good for the

soul.
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Aristotle did not agree that knowing what is good would result in doing the good.
For him, intention is what mattered. The element of desire -- whether one desired the
good, or desired the bad -- is what gives depth to our actions. It is desire over oneself, a
power over our emotion as opposed to a wanting of another person or object (Silverman,
2000).

The emphasis on intention was incorporated into early Christian thought, to St.
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. Augustine called for an overcoming of bodily desires
through faith. Aquinas emphasized rationality more, where we can contain our desires
and act morally (Silverman, 2000). Then came the Renaissance, in which desire was a
yearning to know everything. Galileo and da Vinci were passionate about turning desire
into knowledge. Machiavelli was also, but believed it should take the form of a will to
control, of power over others. The seventeenth century was a time in which the desire for
knowledge was so strong, that when passion entered the situation, there was a tug of war
between reason and feeling. When Rousseau enters the arena, knowledge is still
important, but now it is knowledge of oneself, of one's emotions. One should understand
one's feelings as that is where desire most fully expresses itself. Kant adds that there
must be limits to desire, as one cannot strive to know and experience everything without
giving up one's humanity (Silverman, 2000).

Hegel, de Sade, Marx, Kierkegaard -- the next voice of philosophers -- see desire
as something different. They see as power. Sade called for an unbridled expression of
passion, Hegal for a power over everything known. Marx called for his revolution and

Kierkegaard the celebration of the individual. Nietzsche made famous his "will to



False Economy of Our Desires 34
power". The nineteenth century saw desire as overcoming the other and overcoming
oneself, rejecting established values, ideals, and expectations (Silverman, 2000).

The twentieth century was now dealing with desire in two forms: sex and power.
Freud saw sex as the drive for the object of one's desire. Hegel believed in desire as
power in relation to the other, as in the master/slave relationship. This split is one

between the analytical, that of Freud, and philosophical, that of Hegel (Silverman, 2000).

3. Need and Desire — The 20™ Century

Whether desire is the drive for sex, or the drive for power, or perhaps, both, the
object of desire is, by nature, one that has not yet been acquired. It is lacking, or absent.
In The Theory of Absence: Subjectivity Signification and Desire (1995, p. 2), Peter Fuery
defines its nature as: "Something is absent because it is not present, but the significant
detail is that the absent something is figured as potentially present, that is, held-in-
readiness." With desire comes the expectation, the longing, of its delivery. As the
strongest movement on a stage is to walk away, and the wise of heart know that in the
game of love, running away will make them run after you, absence takes on a presence of
its own.

Jacques Lacan (1959) describes the idea of desire as a desire for wholeness. His
"mirror stage", a metaphor for subjectivity, has the infant identifying with and desiring to
be whole with the image in the mirror. Between the subject and its desires there is a
strong "internal link" wherein those things desired are made objects in terms of the self,

measured against the self. Our subjective lack, be it the nicest house, the fastest car, the
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best looking mate, completes our picture of self, but as soon as it is acquired, desire
moves on to something else. Therefore, desire can never truly be fulfilled. This
philosophy finds its roots in the earlier century with Schopenhauer, who saw desire as the
act of striving for an object. Without it, existence is equal to boredom. As he says in The
Vanity of Existence, . . . pleasure itself consists in a continual striving and ceases as soon
as its goal is reached . . . this sensation is called boredom . . . boredom is nothing other
than the sensation of emptiness of existence.”

The mirror stage moves the desiring subject from its ego-centric position to a
social maze. In doing so, the subject takes on complex negotiations of desire with other.
Because of this, the subject sees itself as split, fragmented, not whole. This
fragmentation produces, within itself, an absence. The self is split from the self, as desire
arises for different fragments and unification. The split subject, based on absences and
desire, constantly attempts to move towards and possess the signifier, and occupy the site
of subjectivity. It tries in that manner, to obtain wholeness (Lacan, as cited in Feury,
1995, p.17).

And so we come to a state of our existence that is driven out of boredom in a
fruitless attempt to satisfy needs and wants that we will find unfulfilling once we get
them. But, then, consider our wants, themselves. Are not some of them unfulfilling by
their very nature, and others different by their nature?

Herbert Marcuse took his cue from Plato’s thumos, the good needs that satisfy the
soul. “Bad wants and bad pleasures are those which destroy the just order of the soul and
which prevent the individual from attaining his true potentialities” (2000, p. 103). In

order to escape the boredom of life, one might strive for some material object. Marcuse
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asks us to take heed, should this object come with attachments that would do our inner
being some harm. Instead, we are to look at that space that serves the “inner connection
between happiness and freedom” (2000, p. 106).

Levinas, in La Trace de L'Autre (1986, p.346) muses that the concept of the other
is embedded in fear: "Western philosophy coincides with the disclosure of the other
where the other, in manifesting itself as a being, loses its alterity. From its infancy
philosophy has been struck with a horror of the other that remains other -- with an
insurmountable allergy." He uses such strong language -- the horror -- due to the
compulsion for needing something that is always denied, and as something that acts as a
determining process for the subject's being.

Derrida picks up this idea of the other with his "ontology of presence" (1986, p.
83). He denies the issue of absence to the other, even if this sense of the horror is
inflicted in terms of absence.

Jean-Paul Sartre (1957, p. 228, 230) sees it like this: "We can never apprehend
the relation of that other to me and he is never given, but gradually we constitute him as a
concrete object . . . to the extent that the other is an absence he escapes nature . . . the
other is the one who is not me and the one who [ am not. This not indicates a
nothingness as a given element of separation between the other and myself."

The Other, then, is like a double bind, a Catch-22. It qualifies desire through its
absence, and yet there is the desire to keep the Other absent.

Absence operates all throughout the work of Sigmund Freud. It shapes and
controls thoughts, desires and wishes as they pass back and forth from the conscious to

the unconscious. This process is continually shaped by the need to express our desires
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and drives, as well as repression and the return of repression. Absence is significant, in
this case, because it cannot simply be left, because the repressed returns, and a distorted
presence stands in its place. However, an "acceptable" presence can replace the
sublimated repression with something else. An artistic drive can replace a sublimated
sexual one (Freud, 1986).

It is important to note, in a discussion of desire, the Pleasure Principal and Reality
Principal of Freud. The interplay between absence and presence to the subject is
pleasurable, while the reality principal works in preserving the game. For example, dogs
will play-fight until they are exhausted, but they will play with open mouths in order to
keep the game going. Although the Reality Principal is not in opposition to the Pleasure
Principal, Freud warned that the latter could become a dangerous force, as it had little
regard for the survival of the self (Freud, 1986). As Deleuze and Guattari state in Anti-
Oedipus (1983, p. 24): "The great discovery of psychoanalysis was that of the production
of desire, of the productions of the unconscious."

That which is desired can be altered, in a sense, by the subject. This is the place
where the real and non-real, or the real and the contrived, where truth and lies are blurred
-- the place of fantasy. "Fantasies are never pregnant forms, but border or frontier
phenomena ready to cross over to one side or the other" (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.
126). There are no solid delineations between one side of the thing desired to the other.

Fantasy is, as Lacan (1985, p. 314) says, "the stuff of the ." He sees the pleasure
of fantasy as almost an eroticism of the self. The compulsion, however, to act upon these
fantasies lies in the drive. Although the desire is an irresolvable one, the self makes

assertions towards satisfying the desire by objectifying the other or objectifying oneself
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(Lacan, 1988, p. 134). What one can achieve, in this situation, however, is satisfaction of
the drive through sublimation. It diverts the drive into something socially acceptable, as
with the sublimation of sexuality into art, or writing, etc. It leads the fantasy back to
reality.

Deleuze and Guattari, in Anti-Oedipus, Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1983),
present a differing viewpoint, one that takes the focus off of desire as lack, and into that
of desire as social production. They note that it is the subject that is missing in desire.
Desire and object are one and the same, and desire is a machine, attached to another
machine. Machines, in this case, are defined as entities through which energy flows,
which produce something. “The objective being of desire is in the Real in and of itself”
(1983, p. 27) and not a “dreamed-of object behind every real object” (1983, p. 25). They
emphasize, “There is only desire and the social, and nothing else” (1983, p. 29). Fantasy
then becomes, to them, a fantasy of the social, a group fantasy.

A mediating position between desire as lack and desire as social production
comes from Alexandre Kojeve (1969, p. 5): “If the human reality is a social reality,
society is human only as a set of Desires mutually desiring one another as Desires.” His
stance is that desire is a “revealed nothingness, an unreal emptiness (1969, p. 4).

We can see that there are many perspectives on the definition of desire, if it is at
all possible to confine it by a definition. The role of its varied elements within the push
and pull of its energies and the direction of such has been discussed in the writings from
Ancient Greece until now, and will probably continue to be endlessly debated. Perhaps it
is even futile to do so, as Hume says: “It appears evident that he ultimate ends of human

actions can never, in any case, be accounted for by reason, but recommend themselves
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entirely to the sentiments and affections of mankind without any dependence on the
intellectual faculties” (Hume, as cited in Feiser, 2001). Perhaps we can never understand
the depth of complexities of desire, but as humans, it is our desire to do so.

Aurel Kolnai offers a leveling viewpoint in his “incongruities of ordinary
practice” (as cited in Wiggins, 1998). He talks about the heroic effort that is biological
instinct in us to put into pursuit of our desires, and how finite, limited, transient —
depressingly mortal — we are. It is important to keep this in mind as we look to the value
of what it is that we desire, as we will now do as we look at the role of desire in mass

communication.
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CHAPTER III -- DESIRE IN ADVERTISING

1. Our Desires in Submission to Consumer Culture

Advertising plays a huge part in American culture. Wherever one goes, they are
bound to encounter it on television, the movies, on the radio, the internet, billboard signs
— almost anywhere a product can be made known to the public. But there is more than
just the awareness of the thing to be sold that is at work. There is the way in which the
image is presented, and the effect that image will have on those who view it. In a society
that exchanges goods and services in a capitalistic system, the role of advertising is to
create a need for that product or that service.

In comparison with much of the world, it would seem that Americans don’t have
much to need. For most of this society, food is available, we are warm and dry, we have
others to share our world — what more could we want? When our needs play in the arena
of our minds, they become our desires, and the Ad Man gives them some direction as to
where they can be satisfied. How does he know what we dream of? He can take his cue
from the popular culture of the time. He will see the objects we must possess, the styles
we choose, the music and art we choose to have around us. He will see who it is we all
know, who we want to be like. He will see our aspirations and our dreams. And it is the
dreams that belong to us all, as this “pop culture” serves to dramatize the collective
dreams of a society, itself (Bogardus, 1998, p. 514).

There is a negotiation between the producers and consumers in a society as to
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which desires hold precedence. In The Intellectuals, Gramsci (as cited in Bogardus,
1998, p. 514) explains this with his theory of cultural hegemony. He defines it as “the
spontaneous consent given by the great masses of the population to the general direction
imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group; this consent is historically
caused by the prestige which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and
function in the world of production.”

Horkheimer and Adorno described this phenomenon of “cultural hegemony” by
stating that the masses, who “insist on the very ideology which enslaves them,” are
almost by definition deceived and incapable of independent thought (1977, p. 134). This
sounds like quite a strong, quite a negative, analysis of our lives. According to them, we
are living lives dictated by a force beyond us, and we absolutely insist upon it.

Have we really become the sheep of Nietzsche’s “herd mentality” in relation to
the consumer culture that we live in? Who are we, really, within this society? The
individual, the monad, that has been analyzed by its’ own since the dawn of our histories,
how much is the pure self, and how much is influence from the outside? In The World as
Will and Representation 1 (1969) Schopenhauer spoke of the “individual . . . a mere
reflection of property relations . . .Not only is the self entwined in society; it owes society
its existence . . . All its content comes from society, or at any rate from its relation to the
object” (p. 120).

Later in time, Adorno supports the view of Schopenhauer in Minima
Moralia (1978) by stating, “It is a signature of our age that no one, without exception,
can now determine his own life within a comprehensible framework . . . everyone,

however powerful, is an object” (p. 37). He explains that this control, mostly by the
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culture industry, encourages a commonality of personality and discourages individuality.
And the more we are the same, the more we identify with and successfully rejoice about
our sameness. Our “collective dreams” now are not only the accumulation of all of our
subjective desires, but the desires of those who hold the power, the influence. And it is
what we, as individuals, demanded.

Looking at American culture in the year 2003, it appears that we want things —
things that can make us appear beautiful and powerful. Clothes, cars, various adornments,
objects that make our lives easier and better. The producers of these goods oblige by
making them bigger, shinier and faster than the next. These objects of our desires
provide some kind of meaning in our lives.

It appears that so much of this meaning in our lives, what defines us, can be
purchased. Elizabeth Thoman, in The Rise of the Image Culture, Re-Imaging the
American Dream (1992, p. 3) writes: “Through consuming things, through buying more
and more, we pursued the quest for meaning which earlier generations sought in other
ways — conquering the wilderness, settling the land, building the modern society, even
searching for transcendence through spiritual belief and action. With few places on earth
left to conquer today, the one endless expansion exploration open to us is the local
shopping mall.”

Marcuse classified these consumer desires as “false needs” (1964, p. 4-5).

He takes his cue in defining them from Plato, in the Gorgias (40 B.C.), who sees these
false needs as those which “destroy the just order of the soul and which prevent the

individual from attaining his true potentialities” (2000, p. 103). While we might think
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that we are exercising our free choice, these false needs “define (our) consciousness . . .”
and lock us into “drudgery and titillation”(2000, p. 106).

It would seem, from this, that the Armani suit, the Prada shoes, or the Fendi bag
cause us great unhappiness, if not the downfall of our very existence. Marcuse, again,
looks to Plato in understanding what are “right” and what are “false” needs. In On
Hedonism (1969, p. 103) he says that “Designating inorganic entities as the object of pure
pleasure shows decisively that in the given form of existential relations true pleasure is
not only separated from the soul, which, as the seat of desire and longing, is also the
source of pain, but is also separated from all personal relationships”. So, if we base our
“right” needs in our soul where desire and longing truly originate, it will feed these
needs. But then, there is another consideration, those “personal relationships.”

The “false concreteness” of Marcuse speaks of the “individual and his behavior”
as being analyzed according to their “adjustment to society” (1964, p. 106-107). But our
current society, no longer that which praises the “rugged individual” of earlier times, has
become one that has an “enigmatic readiness . . . to fall under the sway of any despotism”
and a “self-destructive affinity to popular paranoia” (1977, p. 121).

Was there ever a time, in our history, when we ever, truly thought and walked and
talked, when we authentically were 'true individuals'? Adorno simply says that we have
“lost the autonomy” to be individuals in such a culture as our own (1978, p. 37).

Consider the cause and effect model of this discussion: that media creates desire for
inauthentic living in our current culture. If the media of today is a media of image, and a
media that creates us to want things we were not formerly aware that we wanted, look to

the time when these tactics were not in use within our culture. That was a time when the
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goal of advertising was to provide information. That was a time before the popular
cinema and television. It goes back to the very beginnings of this country, in a time when
the primary media of communication was reading.

Remember, the benefits of reading are that we have time to digest, assimilate and
understand the information. We can weigh the truth and falsity of statements. We can
make comparisons and contrast what we already know with this new information. And
even if our initial reaction is emotion, even if it "hits us in the gut", we have time to
reconsider our assessment and also our reaction to it. Our current culture is one in which
information is disseminated primarily by the image, and one in which information comes
at us furiously fast and is ever-changing. And so we grab at what the message-senders
toss our way, like we grab the sack of hamburgers at the fast food window. We don't
take time to digest it, to understand just what it is and where it came from, if it is good for
us or if it is just satisfying our appetites. It feels, it tastes, good. We accept, we approve
of what is handed to us. In earlier times in our culture, we had less fast food and
information, and therefore, more of our choices were closer to our own desires.

In our current culture, if we could go back to the time when we were more truly
individuals who received the bulk of their communication through reading, and not the
image, would we be a more authentic people? Would our choices of what we want, what
our desires are, differ? The answer, of course, is a resounding 'yes'. It is a yes because of
those causal differences between the two types of media. Reading gives us more time,
and more attention, to give to our own end of the communication process. If Adorno sees
us as losing autonomy, it is because our current media takes us, the receiver of the

information, out of the communication process in a more active way, a way that, in the
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past, involved us more. Because of this, we have to quickly accept or reject the
information that comes at us with all the feelings and emotions that are hard to separate
from what might be fact in a very short time. Who really asks themselves, when they
smell those wonderfully greasy burgers being handed to them, "Is this what I really want?
And is it good for me?"

Culture, by its’ very definition of a set of rules by which a society operates,
enslaves. In a culture that encourages the possession of certain objects, or a certain
persona, or a certain “look”, we strive to become part of the ruling power. “Yet these
wants and interests themselves, and not merely their gratification, already contain the
stunted growth, the repression, and the untruth with which men grow up in a class
society” (1969, p. 99). Marcuse used the term to describe our condition as
“institutionalized desublimation” (1964, p. 74).

The name brand suit, the shoes, the bag, seem to bring us pleasure when acquired.
It makes us special, not only to ourselves, but we appear so to those around us. It says we
have taste, we’re upscale, we have the money and the smarts to obtain these goods. But
what is happening, is that we are submitting to the power of the consumer culture. We
happily and voluntarily march into a state of un-freedom. The culture can define what is
considered special, what is tasteful, what is upscale, and even what price tag goes on
which item.

Marcuse noted that “pleasure . . . generates submission” (1964, p. 75). It is that
bridge, perhaps that catalyst, that brings about a false satisfaction of our desires. As he

said in Eros and Civilization (1955, p. 195), “human existence . . . is determined by
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objections and functions that are not its own and do not allow the free play of faculties
and desires.”

In other words, while the consumer industry hawks the fulfillment of our desires,
it is really satisfying their own. And because we live in this culture that encourages
sublimation, we’ve lost our individuality, our sense of what it really is that we want.

There is a smoke screen covering our true desires. Advertising is the smoke.

2. The Power of the Image

It’s a long way from Plymouth Rock, where religious freedom in a new, unsettled
land held meaning, to the local mall. What happened, along the way? What changed
American culture to become such a consumer culture? The answer lies in something as
sweet and innocent as the face of a baby.

Up until 1890, advertising utilized words to convey its messages. And convey it
did, as it was regarded as a rational and serious enterprise whose purpose was to provide
information about a product, and make claims in propositional forms (Postman, 1984,
chap. 4). It appealed to the intellect, not to passions. The first seed of emotion that crept
into these ads came in the form of slogans. Ask most Americans to recite a popular one,
and they are likely to finish it for you. “Good to the last --- «, “Great taste, less --- *“, and,
of course, everyone knows the three little words of the Nike slogan. Then, in 1896, HO
Oatmeal featured the face of a baby, ecstatically about to devour its bowl of the hot cereal
(Postman, 1984, chap. 4). Any mother or father who cared for the welfare of their child

didn’t have to ponder the merits of this brand of oatmeal over the next. Instead, they felt
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the joy of the pictured child, and the love they had for their own, and reached for the box
to purchase it. Emotional advertising had taken root.

This new type of motivational selling was a strange addition to the capitalistic
trade. Having grown from the time of the Enlightenment, capitalism’s principal theorists
believed it to be based on the idea that both buyer and seller would be sufficiently
mature, well informed and reasonable enough to engage in transactions of mutual self-
interest. Competition in the marketplace would require that the buyer not only knows
what is good for him, but also what is good (Postman, 1984, chap. 4). However, we have
seen how 20™ century man can be deluded as to where the seat of goodness lies. Using
emotion to guide the buyer can be confusing for them. Did they purchase the product
because it serves its claimed purpose? Or because it provided the buyer with warm and
positive associations in their mind? In the Platonic sense, the thumos, which guides the
soul to desire what is good for that person, is thrown a curve ball. What they thought it
was is not what it turned out to be in the final delivery. Buying a product because it made
you feel good was akin to marrying a psycho-killer because you were in love.

Advertisers could now manipulate the public into buying their products. By
changing their intention, you could change their felt need. What was truly desired might
not be the merchandise, itself, but the particular relationship to the world that the
merchandise provided (Bogardus, 1998, p. 516).

Although the producer had control over their advertisements, they could not
account for the personal references we make between our lives and the product, itself.
For example, most people (it is hoped) love their children. The picture of the happy baby

evokes feelings of love for our own, followed by the hope that if this oatmeal makes the
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pictured baby so happy, it will make ours happy, also. But what if our associations with
babies are negative? What if we invest the image of the baby with horror and despair, as
opposed to love, if, for instance, our child had died? Our state of mind would cause us to
recoil from buying the oatmeal. In Needs, Values, Truth (1998, p. 105) Wiggins explains
that “the value of the state depends on the value attributed to the object.” That
“topography of subjectivity (that is) multi-dimensional” (Haraway, 1991, p. 193) can
cause a variety of reactions on the buyer side of the bridge that the seller doesn’t know of,
and could even be impossible to predict. The subjectivity of the buyer brings many
different associations and projections onto the product that is advertised.

As Lacan called fantasy, “the stuff of the I’ (1985, p. 314), advertisers were
promoting their goods in this area of the psychological playground. The buyer had to be
involved on a subjective level. Their fantasies could be accessed by making connections,
or “bridging experiences”, which are personal references that the buyer makes between
their life and the stimulus (Krugman, as cited in Wiggins, 1998). It is what first made us
reach for the box of HO Oatmeal, to whatever we feed our children, today. Only today,
we are more apt to reach for a box that is the product of one of the top grossing

companies.

3. Progress is New, New is Better

Establishing a positive relationship was done best by the top advertising agencies,

which began to limit the choices of the consumer. Only the provider who could afford

the agencies exorbitant fees would get their message out in a dominant fashion. The big
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companies, whether they offered a better product or not, began to rule the market. As
Adorno and Horkheimer noted in Dialectic of Enlightenment, The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment as Mass Deception (1944, p. 20), “only those who are already in a
position to do so, or are co-opted by the decision of the banks and industrial capital, can
enter the pseudo-market as sellers . . . advertising today is a negative principle, a blocking
device: everything that does not bear its stamp is economically suspect.” For the
purchaser, the discipline whose job it is to create a need has become a need in itself.

Big seller or small, the buyer must continue consuming in order for the producer
to flourish. How did the early advertisers aid in this? A box of oatmeal can be
consumed, creating a need for more. A house might need to be repainted, causing a need
for that service. But what role might advertising play in encouraging the consumer to
come back for more? How might they get them to buy another one of the same when
there is no need for it?

The then-future president, Ronald Reagan, had spent the early part of his career as
an actor. As host of GE Theatre, he reminded his countrymen that, “Progress is our most
important product.” Not only were the images of this show entertaining, but they were
sending a message to us: progress was good; science and technology were the greatest of
all human achievements and that through its powers everyone would live and work in a
world free of war, poverty, drudgery and ignorance (Thoman, 1992, p. 2). New was
better than old. New was an improvement upon the old. Even though our refrigerator
could still keep food cold and supply us with ice cubes, it was not unusual to hear
whispered longings over sub-zero freezers. Some of these made, of course, by General

Electric.
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Marcuse noted that, “This society turns everything it touches into a potential
source of progress and exploitation, of drudgery and satisfaction, of freedom and
oppression” (1964, p.78). Marcuse seemed to be warning us of the two headed monster
that progress truly was. While we were forging ahead, it was going to cost us, and cost
us dearly. For all the commodities that we acquired, and for all the satisfaction it
afforded us, we would have to work longer and harder to afford these things. What we
were was what we are in relation to these commodities.

Advertising was, as another president, Calvin Coolidge said, “the method by
which the desire is created for better things”. But if society was bettered by those things
that were new, it also created a society dominated by appearances — a society of spectacle
(Lasch, 1991, p. 72). In his six elements of drama, Aristotle (350 B.C.) considered
spectacle the least important. Extending it to real life, it might be even more superfluous

than that.

4. Pseudo-Needs and Pseudo-Fulfillment

What happened in the early days of capitalism was the subordination of being to
having, the use value of commodities subordinated to their exchange value. Now it
subordinates possession, itself, to appearance. Exchange value is measured as a
commodity’s capacity to confer prestige — the illusion of prosperity and well-being
(Lasch, 1991, p. 72). Does it not cause us a kind of mental dissonance when we see a
Lexus broken down on the side of a road? Our associations with the status the Lexus

brings with it — wealth, power, sophistication, etc. — are found anywhere but the roadside
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in our mind. The prestige that is conferred by the commodity, simply is, an illusion.
David Spade, the comedian, included a joke that illustrated this, early in his career:
“When I see a limo going by, I think, “Wow’ — and I’m probably thinking the same thing
as you — ‘Wow, they’ve got eighty dollars!” (1989).

. “When economic necessity yields to the necessity for limitless economic
development, the satisfaction of basic . . . needs gives way to an uninterrupted fabrication
of pseudo-needs” (Debord, 1967, chap. 2, # 5). Even in our modern consumer society,
we are still trying to fill the lack that Lacan spoke of, between ourselves and our desired
objects. If we can’t become one with our mothers, if we can’t find ourselves in the
mirror image, perhaps we can find what we’re seeking in Tommy Hilfinger jeans. Or
Gap jeans, or Guess jeans, or anyone’s jeans, for that matter. From our relationship with
a product, in this case, denim jeans, we might imagine ourselves in that idealized vision
created by the advertisement (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001, p. 229). We feel the
insecurity of the comparison between our real selves and the air-brushed model, but
nevertheless, we hope. This insecurity fuels us, drives us to try to complete the distance
of our lack with our ideal self.

Although the products we desire are advertised to make us feel special, and apart
from the crowd, we are actually buying into a commonality in which we try to shape and
conform to the media images (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001, p.233). Do you dress in
“Calvin Klein”? Or perhaps you’re more of a “de la Renta” person? No, you see right
through the brand-image mentality and wear what you want. You always appear casual
and comfortable. In the 1960°s you owned a Volkswagen Beetle. Little did you know

that the number one advertising campaign of all time was the brainchild of Doyle Dane
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Bernbach, the company that tapped into your desires to reject the desires of the culture of
the 1950’s. The campaign, “Think Small”, was “thinking quite big, actually. The
rounded fenders were, in effect, the biggest tail fins of all, for what Volkswagen sold with
its seductive, disarming candor was nothing more lofty than conspicuously inconspicuous
consumption. Beetle ownership allowed you to show off that you didn’t need to show
off” (Garfield, AdAge, 2003).

Volkswagen flamed our desire with the image of simplicity. As discussed in the
previous chapter, when the demands of the image meet the needs of the viewer, it
becomes the meeting point of meaning, interpretation and desire. The images that work
best for the producer to convince us to buy are those saturated with emotion. Emotions
can evoke strong memories within ourselves and cause us to make associations with
them, leading us to create projections.

If we consider the image of the American flag, it elicits strong emotions, multiple
emotions with strong, and sometimes, contradictory meanings. One can think of
everything from Francis Scott Key writing the Star-Spangled Banner, to burning it, or to
its raising over the rubble of the World Trade Center. The image makers hope that an
image like the flag, which suggests a long list of stories and myths inside us, will help
them to sell us their product, be it blue jeans, a recording artist or a war.

These myths, according to Marcuse, satisfy false needs. Yes, there are emotional
associations. These associations might stir feelings of pride, of patriotism, of many other
positive emotions. But, are they really centered in the soul, the place of goodness and
freedom and other like virtues? What he explains is that these feelings are really

surrogates — what is truthfully going on is the subjugation of another, or the subjugation
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of self to a higher power. “Pleasure . . . in meaningless sacrifices, in the heroism of war
are false pleasures because the drives and needs that fulfill themselves in them make men
less free, blinder, and more wretched than they have to be” (2000, p.114).

Why would men become these things? Certainly, it was not their intent. And
why would one strive to become “more wretched?” In drawing a parallel with the
terrorization of the Jews during World War II, Leo Lowenthal sees the roots of this type
of behavior in fear. Lowenthal states that we “shudder at the tortures inflicted on the
physical bodies of men; we should not be less appalled by its menace to the spirit of
man” (2000, p. 81).

Our fear, the essence of which is that we don’t quite meet the standards of this
consumer culture, “accomplishes its work of dehumanization through the total integration
of the population into collectivities” (2000, p. 81). And so, here we are, all striving to be
branded by the commodities advertised to us, “to become a mere object, a bundle of
conditioned reflexes that amply respond to a series of manipulated and calculated shocks”
(2000, p. 83).

The interesting parallel with an environment of terrorism, such as during the
Holocaust, with our current society, is explained in looking at the goal of those within it.
And the goal is simply this — to survive. What the prisoners in the concentration camps
did, is what we do, today. We seek to survive within the environment that is determined
by those who have power over us. However, according to Lowenthal, “The more people
become ruthless seekers after their own survival, the more they become psychological

pawns and puppet of a system that knows no other purpose than to keep itself in power”

(2000, p. 85).
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So, in order to overcome the ruling power of this consumerism, we either have to
give up trying to survive within it, or find another way out. In the terroristic environment
of the concentration camp, that would take a way of working outside of its systematic
parameters.

We, too, have to forfeit our survival within our culture, or find a way of working
outside of its structure. That is, if we want more than mere survival. And if it is our goal
to live authentically, we must go beyond it. Living within an environment of terror is

only about survival. We must do more than that, if we are to live satisfying lives.

5. Our Brain Response

Image is presented to us either in print, as in magazines and billboards, or the
moving visual, which we see on television or the movies as commercials. Both have a
different effect upon us, in our brain response. Our brain wave patterns actually travel at
different speeds when exposed to either type of image. Print advertising, the still image,
tends to affect the brain by having it operate in Beta waves, which are fourteen or more
cycles per second. Beta is where we are in our daily activities, performing conscious
acts. Television watching, on the other hand, produces high levels of Alpha waves.
These travel at seven to fourteen cycles per second. Daydreaming, meditation, and the
state of being almost in sleep slow the brain down to Alpha (Silva, 1977, p.19).

Because of the difference in the number of cycles the brain produces in both Beta
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and Alpha, the brain responds to the still image differently than the televised one.
Looking at the still ad, the brain is able to process the information that it provides. As in
the time when people read to receive information, the brain can weigh, measure, compare
and contrast the information that is presented to it. Not quite so at the Alpha level. In
viewing the televised image, the brain wave cycle lends the subject to be more relaxed,
less active than it was in Beta. This type of brain wave is thought to indicate an absence
of the processing of the information (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 341).

There is also a difference between the sexes in the physiology of the brain.
Although men and women consistently score equally on intelligence tests, the make-up of
their brains is different. Women have more grey matter than men, while men have more
white matter. Grey matter refers to the neuronal cell bodies and their dendrites, the short
protrusions that communicate with neighboring neurons in the brain. It is where
computation takes place. White matter refers to the longer axions that reach out from the
neurons to distant regions of the brain. There is a greater transfer of information between
these regions (Gur, 1999).

Women, however, have a larger corpus callosum, the large body of nerve fibers
that connect the right and left hemispheres of the brain. It is composed of the type of
white matter that is prevalent in the make-up of men’s brains. How does this affect the
thinking and actions of both sexes? “The implication of women having more white
matter connecting between the hemispheres of the brain is that they would have better
communication between the different modes of perceiving and relating to the world . . .
on the other hand, men would demonstrate a stronger concentration on working within

any one of those modes” (Gur, 1999, p. 2). And so, when exposed to advertising,
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women will tend to se the subject from many different modes, according to Gurs’ study.
Men will tend to concentrate more strongly in one area.

It is not only sex differences of the brain that makes a difference in the perception
of the image. Advertisers use various techniques to get their product perceived the way
they would like by the viewer. These techniques have developed into several theories

and practical uses of the advertisers, themselves.

6. Theories and Techniques — The Tools

At the heart of most advertising campaigns is the advertising response function
(Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 321). The advertising response function is the hypothesized
relationship between the cumulative number of exposures of a viewer to an ad, with some
dependent variable, such as purchase probability, product knowledge, etc. The advertiser
can then loosely predict the response for its product. There is an enormous amount of
these dependent variables, however, like prestige involvement, arousal propensity,
duration of effect, reality vs. fantasy orientation, as well as many others.

Out of the potential one thousand ads a day that the average American is exposed
to (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 344), it takes three exposures of the ad to potentially sell
the product. The first exposure elicits a cognitive response, in which the viewer attempts
to understand it and decide if it is of any interest, or not. The second exposure continues
the process of understanding started in the first exposure. The viewer will go from the

first, “What is it?” response to “What of it?” The third exposure is a reminder of the
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product. If the consumer has not acted in the first two responses, and the ad is successful,
they will in the third (Krugman, as cited in Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 345).

This theory was tested in a study done in collaboration with Seagram & Sons,

Inc .and Time, Inc., in 1981. The study followed one product, liquor, through two
magazines, Time, and Sports [llustrated, over a 48 weed period. The results of this study
found that awareness of the brand, attitude towards it, and a willingness to buy increased
sharply after the first exposure. For brands that had a high awareness level attached to
them, all measures tended to level off, then remain constant, in the latter weeks of the
campaign. But for brands that began with a low awareness level, all measures tended to
show a steady increase over the 48 weeks. Furthermore, a higher frequency of
advertising produced greater results (Time, Inc., 1981). These results were consistent
with a learning view of advertising, which parallel that of buying a product with the
process of learning. It also corroborated with the “drench” theory (Greenberg, 1988),
which says that critical images, or strong ones, may have profound effects in contrast to
those viewed continually, over time. This theory states that critical images may
contribute more to impression-formation and image-building than do sheer frequency of
viewing.

Particularly in television advertising, Kamins, Marks and Skinner (1991)
established the consistency theory, which found that viewers seek to maintain a mood
throughout an entire program. For instance, a “sad” commercial embedded within a
“sad” program was rated by viewers as more likable, and therefore, produced higher
ratings of purchase intention (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 336). This suggested that

viewers like to maintain a consistent mood throughout the program. The theory followed
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in the footsteps of a study done in 1981 by Soldow and Principe, which found that the
“more interesting the program, the less effective the commercial.”

Considering the consistency theory, can one not suspect that television
programming is created to facilitate its commercial sponsors, and not the other way
around? And if this is so, even in a few cases, what effect does this have on the viewer?
If, in thirty minutes, we are subject to multiple images, multiple moods of a product in
the guise of entertainment, would this not, as is the thinking in the advertising response
function, cause us to want, and therefore, consume, the product being sold? In line with
the Soldow and Principe study that found that television programs that were duller in
content made for more effective commercials, could this be the reason for the intellectual
wasteland of television programming? Could these theories explain part of our desire for,
as Debord called them, our “pseudo-needs?”

Findings that opposed the consistency theory were conducted by Krugman, who
looked at the impact of 56 television programs that varied in interest level. He found that
commercials that interrupt interesting programs are more effective (1983). It could be
assumed from this study, that television programs of an interesting quality would do more
to encourage the viewer to desire the commercial product. This is more in line with the
“drench” theory, wherein images with stronger impact have more of an influence on
image and impression building. What one has to analyze, however, is the interpretation
of “interesting” — as we earlier discussed, in the latter half of the twentieth century,
spectacle has risen in value in the entertainment arena, becoming more “interesting”.
Again, if we consider the situation from this perspective, spectacle can lead us into the

desiring of spectacle.
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As receivers of the message, our individual factors such as motivation, ability,
prior learning, emotion, etc., have an impact upon what influences us in an advertisement.
This theory is one of selective exposure (Zillmann and Bryant, 1985), which says that we,
the viewers, are attracted to what we already like. This theory was established in the
1940’s by studies that showed individuals predisposed to a particular political party were
more likely to expose themselves to advertisements of their own party (Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, and McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1948).

One of the strongest ways that advertising affects the viewer is found in the
concept of priming. Priming is a type of mood effect in that a mood is induced by the
media context (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 342). For example, a perfume product might
elicit associations of experience and sophistication. This product can be primed if the
commercial is embedded in a program about a sensuous older woman, as with the
character of a doctor, or perhaps, the district attorney. Priming creates and sustains an
atmosphere of feeling, or mood. Yi (1990) found that priming was more affective if the
editorial matter that housed the ad was in a positive tone.

Priming can continue on after the ad is no longer in the sight of the viewer. When
people see, hear or read of an event via the mass media, ideas having similar meanings
are activated in them for a short time afterwards (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 45). These
thoughts can then activate other semantically related ideas, as well as tendencies to take
some kind of action. Seen from a cognitive-neoassociationistic perspective, memory is a
collection of networks, with each network consisting of units or nodes that represent
elements of thought and feelings, linked through associative pathways. When a stimulus

that has meaning to the subject is perceived, it primes other semantically related
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concepts, heightening the likelihood that thoughts with much the same meaning as the
stimulus will come to mind (Landman and Manis, 1983).

Ideas having emotional significance can also be activated. These will tend to
arouse the feelings and action tendencies that are associated with them (Berkowitz,
1990). Combining the effects of semantically related ideas and that of emotionally
related ideas, one can see the result of priming with various kinds of associative content.

The priming theory was tested by Wyer and Srull (1981) in which they asked the
participants to construct sentences using three or four words shown to them at a time.
Some of the word sets had aggressive connotations, while others were neutral. After the
participants finished this initial priming task, they were given a brief description of a
person and asked to indicate their impression of him. As predicted, the greater the
proportion of aggression related sentences the participants had constructed, the less
favorable was their evaluation of the person. The effect decreased as time passed, but
was still noticeable 24 hours later (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 46).

Bargh and Pietromonaco (1982) conducted an experiment that showed that the
priming process can even occur automatically, without the awareness of the subject. In
their study, participants were exposed to single words, some of which were semantically
related to hostility. The more hostility charged words that they were exposed to, the
more negative their evaluation of a person.

Primed ideas can also effect social interactions. In one study by Wilson and
Capitman (1982), male participants read either a boy-meets-girl story or another control

story. The participants that read the former story later smiled more, talked more, as well
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as leaned forward more and gazed at the female confederate than those that read the
control story.

We have discussed the image, so far, and its’ role in advertising. The subjective
workings of the brain, with its’ sex differences, memories, associations, projections, in
meeting with the needs of the viewer, produce a multi-faceted topography of the mind
that is to be reckoned with by the advertiser. However, the advertiser has several tools at
their disposal to facilitate their task. These tools include the advertising response
function, repetition and frequency, the consistency theory and priming. These tools are
the “how to” in creating desire within us, the viewer. We’ve gone far beyond the

satisfaction of our needs. We crave and pursue our new pseudo-needs.

7. Our New Pseudo-Needs

Robert Frank, professor of Economics at Cornell University and author of Luxury
Fever, explains this tendency of pursuing more and more as a biological factor. On
studies done on Vervet monkeys, their “level of serotonin, the neurotransmitter
associated with feelings of contentment, dominant monkeys had twice the serotonin
levels of their underlings, who actually displayed symptoms of depression” (1999, p. 2).
And so it feels good to be dominant, to acquire high status. It feels bad to have low
status. Could serotonin be fueling the actions of humans, as it does to our DNA-similar,
primate counterparts? As Nietzsche observed, human beings exhibit a “will to power.”
Will, or drive, as we’ve discussed, is located in within the human, and primate, brain.

The reason we have gone beyond the mere satisfaction of our needs, those
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identified in the Maslow hierarchy, is because the bar has been raised. It’s been raised
through advertising. In the past, Americans tried to “keep up with the Joneses.” They
compared themselves to people in the same neighborhoods, people with, more or less, the
same financial situation as themselves. But now, according to Juliet Schor, an economist
at Harvard University, the lifestyles of those at the very top of the income ladder are
visible to us, mostly through television advertising (1999). Middle to low America is
comparing themselves to those at the very top, and, like the Vervet monkeys, it doesn’t
feel good, and so we strive for more. As Adorno noted, “Rampant technology eliminates
luxury, but not by declining privilege a human right; rather, it does so by both raising the
general standard of living and cutting off the possibility of fulfillment” (1972, p. 43).

A television program watched by the bulk of American viewers, Monday Night
Football, is sponsored by Lexus, a car, income-wise, that is out of reach of most of its
audience. And so, to satisfy this pseudo-desire, we work too hard, save too little and
borrow too much. Consumer credit exploded in the last decade of the 20" century. Two-
thirds of households in the $50,000-$100,000 category had credit card debt. Personal
bankruptcies were at an all-time high (Schor, 1999). “Luxuries have become necessities
that men and women alike must acquire lest they lose their ‘status’, whether on the
competitive market, at work or in their leisure activities. This in turn leads, for them, to
the perpetuation of existences given over to alienating and dehumanizing practices and
the need to find jobs that propagate enslavement and its attendant system” (Marcuse,
1991, p.165).

With new lifestyles come new cultural norms. The ideas, or stories, that are
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behind our common cultural practices are called myths. What myths have emerged with
our pursuit of the new pseudo-desires? In The Power of Image, Creating the Myths of
Our Time (1992), Francis Davis tells us we can identify them if we look at the ideas from
continual exposures to the patterns of images we receive. One cannot decipher them in
one ad, or one commercial. The first reaction, to the luxury car or sexy body, is only that,
because behind that is the powerful story or connection that is used to sell the product.
This is where we uncover the new myth.

Davis uncovers several popular myths behind the ads that daily bombard us. One
of the most prevalent myths is: The good life consists of buying possessions that cost lots
of money. Cars, houses, jewelry, fashion, appliances — the list is endless. All of these
will make us deliriously happy, if we can just afford it.

Hannah Arendt describes this condition as the accumulation of power through
possessions (1992, as cited in Fore). But it is not so much that power, itself, corrupts, as
the aura of power. The aura is an illusion. The grand possession confers prestige on its
possessor, according to the cultural norm. The only power it can have would have to be
given to it by one who follows the economy of that myth. Therefore, the power attracts.
Close to power are the values of wealth and property, and the idea that everything can be
purchased and that consumption is an intrinsic good. Never is there a mention of the
tired worker who spends a great deal of time and energy at their job, in order to renew
himself with these goods and services. Paul Nystrom (as cited in Lasch, 1991, p.73), an
early student of modern marketing, noted that industrial civilization had given rise to a
“philosophy of futility”, in which the worker, instead of changing the conditions of their

job, will change “the more superficial things in which fashion reigns.”
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And so, pseudo-needs are created to keep the powers of the current apparatus of
communication in power. Just how do they keep us toiling away, working so hard to

achieve their goal? They simply show us ourselves. They reflect our own image.

&. Narcissism

In Arendts’ view, right behind the buying of everything and total consumption,
comes narcissism, most essentially defined as self-love. In the ancient myth of Narcissus,
he sees his own image in a pool, “and falls in love with that unbodied hope, and found a
substance in what was only a shadow” (Kristeva, 1989, p. 246). Our grand possessions
are a loving reflection of who we are. The reflection, however, is an illusion. When
Narcissus’s mourners went to find his body for the funeral pyre, they found nothing.

Narcissistic advertisements began to show themselves in the 1920’s. The women
in the ads were constantly observing themselves, with a number of these ads depicting
women staring into mirrors. In his book, The Culture of Narcissism,

Christopher Lasch points out that, “Ads of the 1920’s were quite explicit about this
narcissistic imperative. They unabashedly used pictures of veiled nudes, and women in
auto-erotic stances to encourage self-comparison and remind women of the primacy of
their sexuality” (1991, p. 92). An advertisement for beauty aids pictured a nude with the
caption: “Your masterpiece — Yourself.”

As early as 1924, adwomen Lois Ardsley found the myth behind the product. In
her article, Inarticulate Longings, she noted that “the modern woman wants it but she

doesn’t know it — yet.” The “it” was the commodity to be sold by her colleagues in the
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advertising field. Those “inarticulate longings” were for those things the commodity
could bring — personal autonomy, economic independence, intimacy, sensuality, self-
worth, social recognition — ideas that had been in the air since the nineteenth century
(Bogardus, 1998, p. 516).

As sometimes, great things happen from small events, desire and product linked
up in the 1890°s to cause something of a revolution. The bicycle was a popular
commodity. It promised freedom, independence, autonomy, and was impossible to ride
in the traditional woman’s undergarment of the time, the corset. In answer to this
dilemma, the bicycle corset was introduced, and the safety bicycle, a woman’s bike, was
invented. It was, in feminist Frances Willard’s opinion, “an instrument of power”
(Borgardus, 1998, p. 520).

There were problems encountered by the feminine bicycle rider, however. She
could be seen out and about, on her own, running the risk of physical harm to her fragile
body. Inevitably, she would flash a bit of leg to unknown males, something no nice
woman of that time would do. How could both the bicycle and the bicycle corset be sold
to the modern woman with these detriments? The advertisers simply reframed the risks
as benefits.

The feminine bicyclist, in advertisements, was presented as self-determined,
mobile and equal to her male counterparts. She was on the road, by the beginning of the
twentieth century, to feeding the narcissistic desires of the modern American woman.
Her image reflected sex appeal, self absorption, self aggrandizement and the legitimacy
of the quest for pleasure. And it was all available to her for a monetary price. These

cultural images that were disseminated through mass media normalized and legitimized
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her quest for the good life through consumption (Borgardus, 1998, p. 522). She didn’t
have to decide between the Freudian desire as sex, and the Hegelian desire as power. She
had both.

As the “inarticulate longings” of the female consumer changed as the events of
the century changed, her narcissistic reflection was still used to sell her products. She
was reminded that she was no longer subject to the authority of the male. “You’ve come
a long way, baby” took her into the later half of the twentieth century. But as noted by
Borgardus in The Reorientation of Paradise: Modern Mass Media & Narratives of
Desire in the Making of American Consumer Culture (1998, p. 524), “It emancipates
women . . . from patriarchal authority, however, only to subject them to the new
paternalism of the advertising industry, the industrial corporation, and the state.” From
the beginning of her quest for independence, autonomy, economic independence, self-
worth, and all, to now, she is frustrated in her attempt to purchase these longings.

The male counterpart to the emancipated woman is personified in the image of the
Marlboro Man. In 1955, the Leo Burnett Company introduced him as the ultimate
American cowboy and masculine image, which made Marlboro the best-selling cigarette
in the world (adage.com, 2003). The rugged individual, taming the Wild West on his
own, was selling manliness. One of the chief attributes of his machismo was a fierce
independence, and self-determination. The irony of this, of course, is that what the
consumer was truly purchasing was a strong dependence, an addiction, to nicotine.
Nevertheless, when the Marlboro Man was nationally advertised in 1955, sales jumped
3,241% over its sales in 1954 (adage.com, 2003). Unfortunately, for the real Marlboro

Man in the ads in mythical Marlboro Country, he contracted real lung cancer.
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Is it as easy as for an advertiser to sell a product by simply giving us an image of
our ideal selves? Especially for a product that we intellectually know can kill us? In the
1920’s Lucky Strike cigarettes launched the campaign, “Reach for a Lucky instead of a
sweet.” The graphics showed an image of a young, slim woman emerging from the
shadow of an older, fatter self. This ad caused sales to skyrocket 215% (Moog, 2003).
Like the Marlboro Man, what is being sold to the consumer is the myth of our projection
— this time, of a slim, beautiful, happy us if we just puff away on their brand of cigarette
instead of eating a fattening piece of candy. Carol Moog, a clinical psychologist, notes
that no matter how successful and competent the consumer may seem on the outside, on
the inside, she is seeking external approval. She sees many of the tobacco ads that are
directed towards woman as feeding into their underlying sense of themselves as
emotionally empty and vulnerable.

In an ad for Newport Lights, there is a deliriously happy young woman encased in
a bizarre, two person sweater with a man. In her symbiosis with him, she has no identity
as an individual, but the emotional bonding renders her “Alive with Pleasure”. And in
the name of another cigarette brand, More, is the hint of regressive desires for on-demand
feedings. Too often, Moog says, men and women get caught in desperate determinations
not to expose their insecurities. What they do, instead, is to try and fill a sense of
emptiness with packaged facsimiles of love (2002). Advertisements offer a tempting
array of surrogates for real need fulfillments. In these cases, perhaps heed should be paid
to Rousseau, when he told us to understand ourselves and our own emotions.

That the good life can be bought is one major advertising myth, according to
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Francis Davis in The Power of Images (1992). Another myth that shows up is this:
Happiness, satisfaction and sex appeal, just to name a few, are imminently available with
the next consumer purchase (1992, p 3). Or, in Lacanian terms, desire is always just out
of reach.

In an exercise, the subject will look at themselves in a mirror for fifteen minutes
and then describe what they see. Rather than giving a description of how they appear,
most people will include responses about what they don’t see (volatile.org, 2000, para. 4).
Personal insecurity, status anxiety, anxiety about anything leaves us just out of reach of
happiness, and this is the state in which advertisers wish us to be. As Christopher Lasch
says in The Culture of Narcissism, “the consumer (is) perpetually unsatisfied, restless,
anxious and bored . . . advertising educates the masses into an unappeasable appetite not
only for goods but for new experiences and personal fulfillment” (1991).

In the 1890’s, Sears and Roebuck massively distributed their catalog to rural
America, the America of farms and countryside. It was dubbed, “America’s Wish
Book.” For many of the rural population, it was their first glimpse of the city. In it, they
saw a densely populated and configured urban life, not as a place of squalor and poverty,
which much of it was, in reality. Instead, they saw a quality and variety of material
goods that were previously unimaginable. As opposed to their rural values of scarcity
and self-sufficiency, its advertising projected urban consumption as a route toward
happiness (Ewen, 1992).

It isn’t only material goods for which we feel the lack. As we noted in Maslow’s
“Hierarchy of Needs”, a sense of love and belonging, a need for relationships with others

is important to us. Hence, the “lifestyle” ads, (volatile.org. 2000, para. 5) those which
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promise us The Girl or The Guy, or a happy life with the one we’re not perfectly happy
with now. However, we must take the route of achieving this through the purchase of
their product. We’re sitting in a traffic jam, hot and frustrated, when we look up at the
Calvin Klein billboard. We could be sitting out on the beach, instead, the cool wind
blowing through our hair, holding The One if only we lived the Calvin Klein lifestyle in
Calvin Klein clothes like the models in the ad.

As the popular adage goes, “You can never be too rich or too thin.” Why?
Because you can never obtain the goal. Just ask any anorexic. In America, where there
is plenty to eat, anorexia is a problematic disease. In Somalia, a country crippled by
famine and poverty, there are no known cases of it. And no matter how well our lives are
going, do we not imagine that they could always be better?

The last myth of importance that Davis mentions is: Your Body is Not Good
Enough. Think about the images of the bodies used in advertisements. No one is fat, if
even a bit. No one is short. Or even average looking. The standard is slim, tall, well-
proportioned and attractive. Compare that image to the image of any given populous
walking down any given street on any day. The difference is striking.

Many of the world’s philosophers have seen the act of sex as an economy. One
gives a part of themselves in exchange for a part of another. In Anti-Oedipus, Capitalism
and Schizophrenia (1983, p.12), the authors Deleuze and Guattari even go so far as to say
“that all sexuality is a matter of economy.” The higher our worth in the economy of
sexual attractiveness, the more chips we hold in the game. We, ourselves, become
commodities to be traded. How well this economy fits in to the monetary economy of

capitalism. We are so used to everything having an exchange value, why not ourselves?
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But thinking of the image of the average populous on the street, they — we — fall short in
the hand we hold. The images of bodies in advertisements are a constant reminder of
that.

When we looked at the evolution of advertisement, we saw that in the time period
around the turn of the nineteenth century, ads began to focus on the image of the
consumer. This was where the groundwork in which the shift from actually possessing a
quality shifted into merely reflecting the image of that quality. We didn’t have to be
wise, anymore, as long as we appeared wise. The same holds for wealthy, or attractive,
or any of the human qualities. As Boorstin has noted, ‘“People talk constantly, not of
things themselves, but of their images” (1961, p. 61).

Our image, being our chips in the game of a sexual economy, was now being
formed in a culture where narcissism was touted by the mass media. For the narcissist,
the world is a mirror. He needs constant reinforcement from this mirror, which puts him
dependent upon others to validate his self-esteem. Without this validation, he is
continually insecure. Purchasing the commodities to give him the image he desires can
help him, be it the right clothes, expensive jewelry or a new nose. But who can go so far
as to make themselves resemble the physical perfection of the models in the ads? What
happens to us when we try to achieve it?

Moog (1991, para. 14) looks at our attempt to adapt an image in this way:
.. . the more women try to fill themselves up by propping up the outside,
the more terrified they are about exposing who they really are on the
inside. The discrepancy becomes too great, and the investment in the

decoy self becomes too high to risk losing whatever security it does not
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provide. Probably the single biggest barrier to love is the fear of
psychological exposure, of being inadequate and found lacking. The need
to hide can become obsessive. The shame can be stupendous and the
denial of reality can become all-consuming.

Our very lives can resemble a hall of mirrors. We can fill our sense of lack, but
by doing so it creates a further sense of lack, which we will try to fill as the cycle begins
again and again. And it is fueled by the unattainable body images in the advertisements
we see every day.

Even the people whose images we see in ads and the covers of magazines can’t
live up to their own images. Kate Winslet, the actress best known for her lead role in the
movie, Titanic, was featured in the February, 2003 issue of GQ Magazine. In an
interview, she states, “So why is it that women think in order to be adored they have to be
thin? I just don’t understand that way of thinking.” The answer to that question can be
seen by looking at Ms.Winslet’s picture on the cover. The photograph of the naturally
curvaceous actress had been digitally altered to make her appear much slimmer, and her
legs longer.

Photographic retouching has been around for years, but images can now be
significantly altered through the use of Photoshop, a digital computer program. Sakchai
Guy, editor-in-chief of Lips, a glamour magazine in Thailand, has been touching up
photos for more than ten years, even before Photoshop became available. “Up to 95% of
the pictures in Lips have been retouched” (2003, para. 8). Another Thailand published
glamour magazine, Image, does the same. Its’ fashion editor, Amat Nimitpark, is of the

same mind: “You’d need to see some of the original photos we get to realize how scary
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they can be and why we need to use Photoshop. All those lines, wrinkles and pores!”
(2003, para. 9).

Anyone looking to body image presented in ads will surely come up lacking.
Even a model staring at her own image in a magazine might do the same. As Postman
says in Amusing Ourselves to Death, the ad “tells us nothing about the product being
sold. But they tell everything about the fears, fancies and dreams of those who might buy
them. What the advertiser needs to know is not what is right about the product but what
is wrong about the buyer” (1984, p.214). What the buyer needs to understand, is
themselves. Or else, they believe they can exchange currency for a fulfilling of their

insecurities. They engage in the false economy.

9. Our Subjective Response

How much influence does the ad have in our behavior, as opposed to our own
subjective response determining how we respond? Is it the advertisements that persuade
us to do or think something, or is it within ourselves? The Cognitive Response Theory
(CRT), of which there are a number of variations, suggests that we are not so much
persuaded by communication as we persuade ourselves through our own thoughts in
response to communications (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 332). There was much research
on theories of attitudes that were combined into the CRT in the later 1960°s. The theory
was described as “extracommunication” shaped by the individual’s “attempt to relate the
new information to his existing attitudes, knowledge, feelings, etc. (Greenwald, 1968,

para. 2).
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CRT was examined in an advertising and marketing light by Peter Wright, who
organized it into three categories: counterargument, support argument, and source
derogation (1973, p.1). Counterarguments are defined as statements against the idea or
the use of the product. Support arguments are arguments in support of the idea or the
product in the ad. Source derogation is a statement of mistrust in the advertiser or the
product, itself. According to Wright, a person colors his exposure to a communication
with a pre-communication attitude, which after the exposure can fall into one, or a
combination of one of the three arguments. The person will then have a new post-
communication attitude (Lutz and Swasy 1977, p.1).

In the case of the CRT, it is our own thoughts and emotions that cause us to
respond to the ad, and not the ad causing a reaction. For example, insecurities about my
appearance, already present, cause a support argument for a product that I believe will
enhance my appearance. Someone else, without these same insecurities, might respond
with a counterargument and not take that action. In this case, the driving force of
response to advertisements comes from within us, and not from the power of the ad’s
influence. The post-communication attitude is entirely different because of it. According
to Wright, we rely “heavily on our evaluative mental responses to message content, rather
than on the content itself, to arrive at an attitudinal position after exposure” (as cited in
Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 60).

Another theory in support of the viewer being the most active influence in the
advertising persuasion process is the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). ELM
analyzes cognitive response to ads according to two paths of persuasion, the central and

peripheral paths (Bryant & Zillman, p. 332).
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The central path is followed when the receiver of the communication can think
about and process the information. Lasting persuasion is likely if the viewer thinks
favorable thoughts about the message being communicated. However, a boomerang
effect can occur, meaning the viewer moves in opposition to the advocated position, if the
viewer has unfavorable thoughts about the product (O’Keefe, 1990).

The peripheral path is the one taken when the viewer is not highly involved or
motivated in respect to the product. Peripheral paths are more often seen in television or
cinema advertisements, in which the viewer is less involved in the processing of the
information, as opposed to print ads that can also follow the central path (Bryant &
Zillman, p. 333). Peripheral cues will use association of the advocated position with
things the viewer already thinks positively towards, such as food, money, or sex. The
advocated position can also be presented through expert appeal, as well as presenting it
after a long line of positions that the viewer despises. If the peripheral cue association is
accepted, persuasion will occur. If it is not, the viewer maintains the attitude they
originally held (O’Keefe, 1990).

An example of the viewer following the peripheral path is in every ad that uses
the association of sex. There are countless examples -- television (less involved)
commercials selling beer, motor oil, power tools — the list goes on and on. But sex is
used, primarily, to sell products to male consumers. If the human species is to continue,
it would seem to reason that sex would be a positive association to both males and
females. So why is it that it is used in advertisements targeted towards mostly males?

According to Richard F. Taflinger, in an article entitled You and Me, Babe: Sex
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and Advertising, the sex drive in humans is gender linked (1996). He notes that humans
base their criteria for mating on their reproductive strategies. Biologically, the best
strategy for a male is to mate with as many women as possible, so that as many offspring
that he can produce with his genes is possible. To him, the female must fulfill the criteria
of being healthy, young, receptive and impregnable. This is all he needs to desire sex
with one female before moving on to the next.

Females, on the other hand, have a far greater physical, physiological and
temporal stake in producing children. She must be highly selective in choosing the man
with the best quality of genes he brings and the help she will have while carrying, bearing
and rearing the children. While the man has to sustain an erection and ejaculate during
the sex act in order to reproduce, she does not have to have any interest in the act in order
to become pregnant. Sexual attractiveness in the female is the criteria he follows to
achieve the goal of propagation, while the best possible genes in the male to create
suitable offspring and support in the long-term raising of the child is hers.

Of course, humans are much more complicated than their biology. But the
biological criteria for mating still applies. And since 85% of all beer is consumed by men
(Kauner, 1996, as cited in Tallinger), sexually attractive women are used to sell it to them
through their peripheral pathways. Women, who have more of a long-term goal in the
mating process, are not successfully sold through sex in ads. For them, it has been more
successful for an advertiser to access them through the involved central path, or to use
romance as an associative tool to reach them. If the question comes to mind as to

whether this approach works as well accessing the sex drive in males, consider this — the
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sixth top advertising campaign of all time was for DeBeers, “A Diamond is Forever”

“This Bud’s for You” ranked number twenty-seven (Garfield, 2003).

10. The New Religion

We’ve discussed the methods advertisers use to convince us to buy their products,
as well as the processes within ourselves that these advertisers access to achieve their
sales. So, to answer the question as to whether the persuasion process is in their hands, or
ours, is not so easily answered. Human beings are complicated creatures, and the
methods used to persuade them have to be appropriately suitable.

In the 1950’s, when Ronald Reagan told us that “Progress was our most important
product,” we were filled with pride. We lived a more than comfortable lifestyle in an
ever-growing and improving nation, witnessed by the fact that most homes had a
television set that could deliver the future president’s message. But, emotion, a tool that
can be used or abused in the persuasion process, can sometimes steer us away from our
intrinsic interests. When the commercials came on the show, “progress” was manifested
in shiny, new GE appliances, and our pride was transferred to the desire for a new
refrigerator. American pride, which had just defeated Hitler and Mussolini and Hirohito,
had to go somewhere before it orbited the earth, and found a home in buying power.

Was it us, the viewer, or them, the advertiser that fueled the evolution of the time?
GE was, indeed, showing us a dream, something we lacked, something to be desired.
They used all the tricks they had at hand, those of repetition and frequency, priming, and

consistency. And these were all grounded in the advertising response function. Was this
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enough to make us want things we did not previously want? Was this enough to drive us
to change our values and our minds? Or were these images just a manifestation of the
dreams we held?

The human mind, in its” immense complicity, brought memories, associations and
projections into play when they watched the ad for the refrigerator. Was this the actual
engine in the process of buying it? If, as we saw, the highest need of all is self-
actualization, then “progress” is inherent to us, and not simply a “product”. If the
serotonin that we have in our brains makes us feel good, and power increases our level of
serotonin, then, as Arendt observed, we found our power through possessions.

But, as we also saw, the transference of desire from intrinsic needs to objects
creates a lack, because the object only temporarily fulfills the need. After all, there is
always progress. When advertisers concentrated on narcissism in their ads at the turn of
the nineteenth century, the beast had to be fed, but it seemed to have a frequent feeding
schedule. The advertiser provided the food, while the consumer provided its’ receptacle.
If the ad man could figure out what was “wrong” with the buyer, the buyer was hungry.
Again, there is a question to be considered. Did the buyer hunger for the product because
the ad caused their hunger? Or was it the buyer that was in need of nourishment?

Studies in the later half of the twentieth century concentrated on the roadmap to
the buyer’s mind. The advertiser could take the central route in which the buyer would
process the information and then make a decision about purchase, or the peripheral route,
associating the product with some other pleasantry. This was best used when the buyer
wasn’t looking. FEither of these concentrated on the buyer as the active force in the

persuasion process.
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So, we have seen that both the advertiser and their audience have some part in our

capitalist exchange, and our self-defining through it. Not all of the influences are of
equal strength, or at any given time. There is reciprocity in the cause and effect
relationship, one side never quite having complete control of the other. The influences
have a sort of bi-directionality, making us “products and producers of (our) environment”
(Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 61).

The role of advertising in our lives is so large that it has been seen as an element
in the human search for meaning. If meaning is essential to our existence, we connect to
it in the arena of advertising through the commodities advertised. In On the Concept of
Enlightenment (1972), Horkheimer and Adorno discuss the role of magic and its
foundation in the emotion of fear. A similar dynamic occurs in advertising, which we’ve
established as a fear-based apparatus of communication. “Magic is utterly untrue . . . the
magician imitates demons; in order to frighten them or to appease them . . . the subject
bestows meaning (on) . . . the meaningless object” (1972, p. 43).

Sut Jhally, a contemporary professor of communication at the University of
Massachusetts, takes the parallel between magic and advertising a step farther. He
speaks of advertising as a religion (1992).

Jhally notes that humans have always held symbolic and cultural relationships to
objects. Anthropology provides examples of this in every culture. In our current time, he
says, it is the advertisers that instill meaning onto the commodities.

This religion of advertising operates on an everyday level. As we pray for
answers, guidance and insight in a formalized religion, we look for this, currently, in the

commodities we buy. These goods play a magical role in our daily interactions. They
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can cure us of ailments, and do this in a quick minute. They can act as a love potion and
bring us the person of our desire. They can make us instantly beautiful. They can confer
us with power, health and wealth. Buying the right good is a magical passport to the
satisfaction of our desires, an answer to our prayers.

Jhally also points out that although we give lip service to the other formalized
religions, that the religion of advertising is more powerful. He notes that we spend,
perhaps, an hour or two a week attending religious services, and that they don’t have a
dominant effect upon our lives. Advertising, however, is pumped at us constantly. We
see it in magazines, newspapers, billboards, the internet, before the feature film, and
every few minutes on television. Everyone in America has grown up and lived in an
advertising culture whose myths have been communicated to us throughout our lives, and
these myths, he says, will become more powerful in time.

Richard Wightman Fox, in The Codes of Advertising (as cited in Jhally, 1992, p.

4) puts it this way: “Americans . . . become consumers through their own active
adjustment to both the material and spiritual conditions of life in advanced capitalist
society. Through consumption . . . they conduct a quest for ‘real life’ which earlier
generations sought in the transcendent religious realm.” The role of media in our search
for authenticity will be a later subject of this discussion. What is interesting to note, at
this time, is that advertising’s influence is seen by those who examine it as going far
beyond persuasion between a consumer and a commodity. It fulfills cultural and social
needs, perhaps even spiritual ones, too. Undoubtedly, it has been a major power in our
lives throughout the last century. In the foreseeable future, it appears likely to continue

as onc€.
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CHAPTER IV

OUR DESIRE IN CINEMA, THE SCREEN AS CANVAS

1. Cinema as a Map

Cinema has been part of the mass media for about a hundred years, now. As
noted in the previous chapter on the History of Mass Media, it was instantly popular.
Judging by the last annual box office report, it has remained so, as Americans spent $9.3
billion dollars going to the movies. This was up 11% from the previous year, which saw
an $8.41 billion figure (leesmovieinfo, 2002, para. 1). In comparison, for $10 billion a
year, we could curb AIDS in Africa, in which an approximate 6,000 people currently die,
every day (livejournal, 2003, para. 7).

What appears on the silver screen that makes it so attractive to us? What is it
about the images that we see? Is it the spectacle, or the substance of a film? Is it the
appeal of the celebrity, or the sex? Or is it as real a manifestation of our fantasies that we
can realize? If we look at the economy of cinema, the fact is that we purchase it. Either
we buy a ticket for a particular film, or not. It’s not thrust in front of our consciousness
on our commute to work, it’s not placed within another form of entertainment, and it’s
not lodged between sound bites as we listen to the news. We choose, or not choose, to
see any particular film.

Judging from Variety’s list of the top, all-time domestic grossing movies, we can
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get an idea of what kinds of movies the American public wants to see. The winner, by
several lengths, is Titanic (1997), taking in $600,788,188. It is followed by Episodes IV
and I of Star Wars, which took in the mid-$400,000,000’s, with E7 and Jurassic Park
ending up the top five in the high $300,000,000’s (Variety, 2003). Titanic was a
romance, while Star Wars, ET and Jurassic Park all dealing with an “other-worldly”
adventure. Star Wars, which has even another Episode in the top ten, strongly followed
the story structure of traditional myth. The other movies in the top ten were
action/adventure and another “other-worldly” mystery. So it appears that the bulk of the
American movie-going public are attracted to romance, myth, the super natural and
action/adventure.

The types of movies, or their genres, are easy to decipher. It’s the “why” of the
movies, the reason we watch, that is hard to pin down. Of course, there have been
several theories, over the past hundred years that have been offered. And there are retorts
to many of those theories, and consequent replies to those. Looking at it in a broad sense,
we can first look to how we use film. We can look at it in a sociological sense, what it
does for us as a culture.

On September 11, 2001, American culture was attacked. The material symbol of
Western economic power, and our values that are manifest in our films, took a hit. The
Taliban hated us, and they hated us for being “infidels”. While they pray, while their
wars are “holy”, while they are obeying the rules of their culture, we seem, to them, to
simply be out to have a selfishly good time. We seem to be obsessed with material gain.

We also seem to be obsessed with ourselves, how we look and how others judge our
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earthly success. How would they know that? How did they come to have this image of
the Western world? Simply, all they had to do was to rent a few Hollywood videos.

One of the uses of film is that it provides us with a “map” of what the world is
like around us (Tudor, 1974, p. 233). It tells us how we act, how we relate to others, how
and where we live, how we dress, etc. It provides us with cues as to what things are like
in our own culture. As children, it acts as part of our process of socialization. These
“maps” create the groundwork for our understanding of our world, and how to deal with
it. Of course, our own unique histories, our personal experiences, add another layer to
the process. However, almost everyone alive, today, has grown up with the influence of
film in this way. For example, I might never have been to Seattle, but I know that its’
citizens enjoy long stretches of beach, spacious houses and lots of coffee shops. Why?
I’ve seen Sleepless in Seattle. Those who live there, with their personal experience,
might have a slightly different view. However, they might think that those of us who live
in New York get to routinely eat in restaurants with incredible views of the Empire State
Building. They’ve seen the movie, too.

Once socialization provides us with our worldview, we tend to find it very
difficult to change, and the popular genres in film reinforce this strain of retention
(Tudor, 1974, p. 234). They reinforce what we already know to be “true” by example. If
I want to believe that an individual can really make a difference in the massive
bureaucracy of the federal government, my hopes will be validated in the film Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington, or more recently, in Legally Blonde, Red, White and Blonde. If1
want to believe that a sports team, any kind of sports team, can make it to the top on will

and heart without much natural talent, there is a huge supply of films with that message,
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such as Hoosiers, Varsity Blues, or Mystery, Alaska. 1f I’'m finding myself getting older,
but still want to believe that I could be a sports hero, The Rookie, will validate my hope
that it isn’t too late. If it works for the 40-ish Dennis Quaid, it could work for me. Like
advertising, audiences use the cinema to gratify their needs. In these instances,
gratification takes place in the form of reinforcing what we already know or what we
believe.

And so, we use the screen as a way of knowing the world around us. We also use
it as a means to see what we want to see, if sometimes, through a rose-colored lens. In
the cinema’s history of approximately a century, different theories have been constructed

about its more sophisticated uses, of which we will explore.

2. Cinema as Shock, Cinema as Illusion

There are many diverse theories of film constructed within its history. If we go
back to the early Russian film movement and Sergei Eisenstein’s ideas of montage, we
can then trace the line of thought of cinema from the 1920’s to the present.

Eisenstein’s theory evolved from one in which the audience responded to film in
a kind of conditioned shock, to one in which the image actually pushed the viewer
outside of himself in his perception of the film. His philosophy included assumptions
between the nature of film and thought.

Eisenstein presented his original ideas of film at a congress of Soviet cinema
workers in 1935 with the dissertation, “Film Form: New Problems.” He was pursuing

the idea of cinema as an image of the whole that affected the mind through the body,
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raising it to a higher consciousness. It would take the viewer from mere perception to a
higher conception of thought. His ideas evolved from the “movement-image” giving us a
picture of the whole, to one in which tapped into our subjectivity and its primitive
language of thought. Finally, after moving from image to concept and concept to affect,
an identity between concept and image occurs. Gilles Deleuze described this identity as
an “action-thought” that forged a sensorimotor unity between humanity and the world, or
between humanity and nature (Roderick, 1997, p. 183).

Eisenstein believed that the spectator could be willed to change and to think, “by
catching them up in grand dialectical synthesis, uniting filmmaker and spectator in the
identity of image and concept” (Roderick, 1997, p. 185). Artaud was fascinated by
this idea, calling it a “spiritual automaton” of mechanized vision and automated thought
(as cited in Roderick, 1997, p. 189). It was for Artaud, not a power to have us think the
whole, but a “dissociative force” producing a “figure of nothingness” or a “hole in
appearances”. In order to make us think, it would take absence of the whole, an
emptiness or a non-presence that would inspire the change. “The subtle way out is to
believe, not in a different world, but in a link between humanity and the world, in love or
life, to believe in this as in the impossible, the unthinkable, which none the less cannot be
but thought: ‘something possible’, otherwise I will suffocate” (as cited in Roderick,
19977, p. 192).

In the film, Seabiscuit (2003), this exact point is made. Not only does the film
follow this philosophy, but the equine character of Seabiscuit performs this function for a

nation downtrodden and embittered by the Great Depression. The down and out horse,
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the one all odds were against, becomes a Triple Crown winner. And if it worked for
Seabiscuit, maybe it could work for the millions who were down on their luck, too.

What is the process that occurs in the individual that enables the images on the
screen to have such an influence on us? In Screening the “I” of the Camera (1991, p. 5),
Daniel Herwitz sees the power of the camera as “a primordial power”. It is a power that
speaks to the stuff of us that is inherent to our beings. The question begs, of course, as to
what this “stuff” can be. Is it ourselves that we see on the screen? Or is what we see on
the screen what becomes ourselves? This is the question of the Apparatus Theory of
cinema that was tossed about in the 1970’s and 80’s.

The Apparatus Theory refers to the “interaction between spectators, texts, and
technology” (Miller, 2000, p. 403). Through our fantasies and desires, the spectators
become part of the very apparatus that was designed for them (Flitterman-Lewis, 1990,
p-12). The spectator uses the apparatus to experience the film as real life, using a
“technique of the imaginary” that combines the realism of fiction with the “primary
imaginary” of recorded sound and image (Metz, 1975, p.15). Springing from the work of
Louis Althusser, it was developed from the later works of Jean-Louis Baudry, Christian
Metz, Jean-Louis Comolli, and contributors to the journal, Screen.

Consider the physical environment in which we view cinema. We are essentially
alone, within a crowd of strangers. The huge screen is before us. The lights go down,
creating darkness, when the light from the projected image shines back at us and we
witness the illusion of reality. It is what the German psychologist Hugo Mauerhofer calls
the “cinema situation” (as cited in Uhde, 1995, p. 2). This situation creates an

environment in which the image can then have an almost hypnotic effect upon the
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viewer. Of course, we are aware that what we are looking at is only a movie, but the key
word here, is “illusion”. During the first public film projection by the Lumiere brothers
in 1895, audience members panicked at the sight of the arriving train (Uhde, 1995, p. 2).
Think about one’s physical reaction when viewing a high-speed car chase, or a
rollercoaster ride — although we are aware that it is illusionary, we can have a physical
reaction to the image as if we are participating in it. Our heart rate can increase, our
muscles can contract, and we could also get motion sickness. There have also been times
when viewers have vomited in the house of the movie theatre, in this reference to their
reaction to the image, and not a comment upon the quality of the film.

Jean-Louis Baudry, one of the major contributors to the Apparatus Theory,
describes film’s capacity as both an “impression of the real” and “more-than-real” (Stam
& Miller, 2000, p. 405). Cinema’s ability to have a heightened reality to the viewer has
also been noted by the German theoretician Walter Dadek as an “unprecedented increase
of the illusion of reality” of the film image (as cited in Uhde, 1995, p. 2). Christopher
Metz, another of the major contributors to the theory, believes that the viewer has little

(13

control over their involvement with the screen: ... the spectator can do no other than
identify with the camera . . .” (Stam & Miller, 2000, p. 441). The atmosphere, then, in

the darkened theatre is one of singular attention to the illusion on the screen, an illusion

that touches us as something bigger than life.
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3. The Role of Subjectivity

What we see when we look at the screen is subject to the way we see it. The
complexities of subjectivity, being varied and multi-faceted, were discussed in a previous
chapter. It is this concept of the subjective view of the audience that lends itself to the
idea of the screen as a mirror. Very much in the Lacanian sense, the viewer looks at the
screen (their reflection on the water) and sees themselves. The images that they see are
accepted as their own, or belonging to themselves (Copjec, 2000, p. 441). “The
impression of reality results from the fact that the subject takes the image as a . . .
representation of itself in the world . . . the “reality effect” and the “subject effect” both
name the same constructed impression: that the image makes the subject fully visible to
itself” (Copjec, 2000, p. 441).

The viewer perceives the image on the screen, but when does it take itself as
subjective, as the mirror itself? The answer is not on the screen, but in the viewer. It is at
the point in which the image makes sense to the subject. It is the subject that endows the
image on the screen with meaning (Copjec, 2000, p. 442). This point of making sense, of
endowing meaning to the image, creates the sense of intense involvement. In the film,
Fatal Attraction, the director, Adrian Lyne, sets out to make a simple thriller. The plot
concerns a happily married man who has a brief sexual encounter with a woman he later
learns is psychotic, and stalks his family. The film was not successful only because of
the appeal of its genre, but more so because of the subjective involvement of the

audience. Women saw themselves in the same possible situation with the wife on the
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screen, and dragged their husbands and boyfriends to see the film. The message was:
this could happen to you! Lyne was surprised by this reaction to his “simple thriller”, as
it was not his intent (Williams, 2002, issue 46, p. 3).

The subject not only recognizes and gives sense to their image, but sees it as an
image of the subject’s perfection. In this way, the subject engages in a relationship of
love with the image of itself on the screen. This sounds like the definition of narcissism,
which can be a destructive force in real life. But in the narcissistic relationship to film,
there is no conflict with other relationships, and will not disrupt them. This narcissism is
a relationship with the imaginary, constructed on symbolic images (Copjec, 2000, p.
442). Through the use of these filmic images, we construct our ideas of our own
identities, much the same as the baby who peers at its own image in the mirror.

It is interesting to note, when discussing the self in the filmed image, the four
characteristics of the mirror stage in which the image can become (1) a double, an object
of attack, (2) an ideal, an object to be defended, (3) an ideal, but one subject to attack,
and (4) an opponent, one to be attacked (LeBeau, 2001, p. 52). All four stages are
evident in the audience reactions to Neil LeBute’s, In the Company of Men (1999).

The premise of Men is that of two bored businessmen who have to work, for a
time in Cleveland. In order to amuse themselves for the time period, they construct a
game between themselves, that they will have a contest to see who can “snag” one of the
female co-workers before the other. In the reactions of the audience, some men saw
themselves as #1, the double, and recognized in themselves behavior that was despicable.

Some men saw themselves as #2, admirable “players”, while some saw themselves as #3,
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an admirable player that needed some consciousness-raising. Many of the audience of
both sexes fit into the category of #4 and exhibited anger towards the characters.

There is another way of looking at the “screen as mirror” concept, by
investigating not what is evident in the Lacanian model, but by asking, “what is missing
from it?” If we look at the #4 reaction to the LeBute film, there can be, in this reaction to
the screen/mirror, a denial of self. The viewer cannot make peace with that image of
themselves, and so splits against its’ very self, that image that brings itself to being. This
is similar to the split between the baby and the mirror. Christian Metz described film as,
“a prosthesis for our primally dislocated limbs” (Metz, 1982, p. 4).

And so, what is it that is missing? Joan Copjec, writing in 1989, goes beyond the
Apparatus Theory. In her view, the spectator can attempt to look beyond the image, but
can never come to rest, can never find an object. Again, in reference to Lacan, the
quality of desire is that it can never be fulfilled. Copjec notes, “The desire that it
precipitates transfixes the subject . . . so that the subject’s visions and revisions, all its
fantasies, merely circumnavigate the absence that anchors the subject and impedes its
progress. It is this desire that must be reconstructed if the subject is to be changed”
(1989, p. 452).

Copjec recasts the mirror, “the imaginary, the cinema, as a screen against the void
beyond the field of representation. Screen: defence, protection, fagade on which the
formations of fantasy are elaborated against nothing” (LeBeau, 2001, p. 58). If we insert
the idea of fantasy in the category of the imaginary, of cinema, Copjec’s views coincide
with those of Freud, of fantasy acting as protection against the helpless situation, against

memory. It acts as a buffer against that which we would rather not face.
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This line of thinking is picked up by Slavoj Zizek, with its “attention to the idea
of fantasy in film as that which conceals something that cannot be symbolized, that veils
an unbearable enigma” (LeBeau, 2001, p.58). When asked about his use of cinema to
explicate Lacan’s psychoanalysis, Zizek replied, “If a student asks ‘“What is the
psychoanalytic Thing?’ show him Alien,” his arm flung screen ward as the parasite
viscously bursts through human flesh (LeBeau, 2001, p. 58). Here is cinema at the point
of shock, the image as the experience of itself. For, in reality, who could deal with a
situation such as that? Even lesser acts in the real world are classified as “trauma”.
Again, there is a link with Freud’s thinking, in his view of the drama as a

realization of the dream-wish, “the dream fulfillment here transplanted into reality”
(Freud, 1900, p. 262). The unbearable dream can be a nightmare. He notes in The
Interpretation of Dreams (1900, p.567) that “nothing but a wish can set our mental
apparatus to work.” The dream, the fantasy, the cinema is a form of wish-fulfillment.
How many women, as they were harassed by a truck driver while on the road, held the
fantasy that they could blow up his truck? Tapping into this, Callie Khouri, the writer of
Thelma & Louise (1989), gave such a fantasy a life. Thelma & Louise is chocked full of
wish fulfillment for the harassed female which, because of this, became a film with a cult
following. Christian Metz acknowledges that, in film viewing, the subject “knows (they
are) perceiving something imaginary,” and “I know it is [ who am perceiving it (1990,
p-413). And so, the spectator is identifying with themselves. Jean-Louis Baudry noted
that while we are in this process, we are like children, in a sub-perceptive state, “because,
like the child, we are prey to the imaginary, the double, and are so paradoxically through

a real perception” (1990, p. 413).
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The real perception of this “sub-perceptive state” can be measured in brain waves.
The viewing of cinema engages the brain in working within the beta stage (14-30 Hz), the
stage that stimulates the mind (Rahm, 2003, para. 3). Unlike television, which puts its
audience into the slower, alpha state, cinema, like reading, works at a more conscious
level. The viewer can engage in a subjective give-and-take with the image. The
atmosphere in the movie theatre, the darkness, the turning off attention from other beings
and turning it all onto the screen, is an atmosphere that slows down the brain. It is
Mauerhofer’s “cinema situation.” The slowing of beta can put the viewer into the “sub-
perceptive” state. Being in beta, we still are cognizant that it is “I”’ who is doing the
perceiving, and we can process the information. The “cinema situation” creates an
atmosphere of relaxation that slows us down, although not to alpha level, so that we enter
into that child-like state of perception.

Metz located the true apparatus in viewing cinema behind the spectator, “at the
back of his head . . . where fantasy locates the ‘focus’ of all vision” (1990, p. 415). The
film, of course, is received by the viewer. Whether we see the screen as a mirror, or the
mirror as the screen, or somewhere between, like Copjec, the subjective state of the film
viewer determines much of what is perceived from the screen. Metz calls to the
importance of what the subject releases, and in releasing it, “I am the projector, receiving
it, [ am the screen . . . I am the camera, pointed yet recording” (1990, p. 415).

The language philosopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein, speaks of the search to
understand the working of film language as an attempt to find a “sublime. . .
intermediary” that will connect the simple process of film with a singular form of reality,

in these explanations, of Lacans’ mirror stage (Herwitz, 2002, p. 3). What Wittgenstein



False Economy of Our Desires 92
preaches against, is this attempt to supply a philosophical explanation of that part of us
that we cannot truly define. In his view, film language is, therefore, “sublime”, in that its

basic features defy “ultimate” philosophical representation.

4. Sociology of Cinema

What does the “mirror as screen” concept say about us as a people? If we are
looking at our desires as exemplified in cinema, we can look to the various genres of film
to help us catch a glimpse of them. Discussing popular culture in Image and Influence:
Studies in the Sociology of Film, Andrew Tudor writes, “Generally they see popular
culture as a means of satisfying frustrated needs and as a way of confirming widely
accepted attitudes (1974, p. 182).

Remembering the American national identity of the rugged individualist making
their way through the wilderness, we can look to the genre of Western films that were
popular Hollywood fare up until the 1950’s and ending their reign in the 60’s. There was
the hero, a strong man, a man who was alone, and played by a Henry Fonda, a Gary
Cooper, or a John Wayne. His mission was to ward off the bad guys, the ones who
represented lawlessness, the ones who banded together to take over the town and have
things their way. French analysts of this genre argued that its popularity could be
attributed to the need of its audience to have the American national identity affirmed.
“The western individual has clear affinities with the wilderness, the community ethos

with civilisation. Individual and civilisation, community and wilderness exist in a state
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of uneasy tension. The world of the one is forever yielding to the world of the other,
though strange alliances maybe struck along the way” (Tudor, 1974, p. 194).

America was founded as, and continues to be, a nation of immigrants. What they
saw on the screen was what they saw in the mirror, or, in their subjective view, believed
they saw in the mirror. Here was the rugged individualist making their way in the vast,
wild land. In the movies, most times the hero was successful in his quest and came out
on top, a fulfillment of the immigrants’ wish. They were always in this state of “uneasy
tension”, not being of the language, or of the native people or the culture.

The consumption of popular film genres generates more production of that genre.
When we look at consumption in relation to production, we have an approximate account
of the relation between movies and society (1974, p. 148). The “socio-cultural situation
comes to dominate both the institution’s production pattern and the audience’s desires
and expectations” (1974, p. 229). The audience comes to the next film with certain
expectations, which in turn creates more of the same, in terms of film genre. Film
movements only come in times of social change as there is a change in the socio-cultural
situation (1974, p 229). What an audience desires can be seen in the types of film that

they consume, and in the production of that consumption.

5. Desire and Fantasy

Cinema is a rich setting for desire and fantasy. Metz has noted that a

film audience has an impression, but never a true illusion of reality. This might sound

like a ever-so-slight difference, but he uses an analogy with films’ predecessor to clarify
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it. He compares film with the live theatre, and sees a stronger belief, from the viewer,
that the filmic image is more “real” (Stam, 2000, p. 34). In the theatre, the actor is
literally there, representing the character. In film, it is only the image of the actor playing
the character. Stam says, “It is precisely the ‘imaginary’ nature of the filmic signifier that
makes it so powerful a catalyst of projections and emotions” (2000, p. 34).

Why is the meaning of a film image so strong? How does it act as a catalyst of
the projections and emotions that lead to fantasy? Roger Odin, in For a Semio-
Pragmatics of Film (1983, p. 2), describes the production of meaning in film in this
manner, “The spectator proposes a meaning . . . if this proposition seems compatible with
the constraints of the structure of image, meaning is then produced.” It is the viewer who
is then the true creator of this fantasy. The filmic image, therefore, is simply something
that enables this creation to take place. It creates the spark to allow the change to happen.
The viewer creates an emotional tie with the image, a projection to and then from the
experience of the film, and in doing so, “reunites the dreamt to dreaming” (Burnett, 1995,
p. 147).

If the viewer is the true creator of the fantasy, how significant is the filmic image,
itself? Can it determine what the fantasy will be? Subjectivity, as has been discussed
here, has an enormous impact upon what we see. But we still believe in the concept that
we control those things we see, that the image before our eyes is the “real thing”. In
terms of our involvement with the filmic image, however, the process of our creating a
projection means that our eyes do not really see what we think we have seen (Burnett,
1995, p. 148). Our emotions color the meaning of the sight, of the image.

And again, the process of desire, of absence/presence is significant in our
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interpretation of the moving image on the movie screen. The screen becomes a
“playground of wish-fulfillment, desire, and the imaginary” (Burnett, 1995, p.149). We
might know what we see, but we want something else. We want to believe. “Projections
transform the observable and the seeable, making the screen not a site of depiction but the
location for a play of interpretations and speculations (Burnett, 1995, p. 160).

This theory was noted by Laplanche and Pontalis (1968, p. 20) in Fantasy and the
Origins of Sexuality. Their discussion of the nature of fantasy sees it not as a quest for
the object of desire, as it is a setting for desire. It is a place where the conscious and the
unconscious, the self and the other, the part and the whole meet. This setting — between
the two halves of desire — is the environment in which Fantasy House (2000), the creative
portion of this dissertation, takes place. In essence, Fantasy House is an exploration of
the subject of this discussion. The characters all deal with their journeying into the
fantastical, encountering and intertwining their actions with that of the other characters
throughout the narrative.

The setting of Fantasy House is a land of fantasy in itself. The Fantasy House is a
“house of ill-repute” where the rules state “no hand jobs, no blow jobs, no sex. We like
to think of it as ‘safe sex’ for the new millennium.” The fantasy is, indeed, the setting,
not just the quest for the desirable. It is the meeting place of image, of projection and of
fantasy.

One of the characters of Fantasy House is Hilde, a tall, very slim blonde who
seems bent on self-destruction. At times, she will not eat, but this is not a disorder. She

won’t eat because she becomes violently ill after her methadone treatments. She is
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favored, however, by one of the clients who visit the Fantasy House in order to feed
Hilde, and nothing more. He does so, because Hilde reminds him of his dead wife.

The image of Hilde, the tall, slim blonde, brings up the subjective associations of
the client with his lost object of desire, his wife. There is a relationship, in this case, of
the image and a history, meeting. Through the process of projection, the image changes
for the client, who imbues Hilde with a meaning beyond herself, of which she does not
create. She is the catalyst for this projection. Meaning, here, does not reside in the
projection, itself, but lends itself as the “scaffolding” for the fantasy. It is a “model for
imaginary reconstruction” (Burnett, 1995, p. 174). The projection will build into the
fantasy. At the end of Fantasy House, when Hilde dies, the client returns with a basket of
food, and chooses the new woman, the new image, to feed. He is feeding not only her,
but his projection, which will rebuild his fantasy with this new image. Image combines
with subjective history to produce projections on which fantasies can be built.

The other characters in Fantasy House all deal with their own journey into desire
and fantasy. The Fantasy House can create a Cinderella from a dishonored stepchild, or a
prince from a toad. This happens, at least, within the dark and dramatized setting of the
house. Outside of it, where the sun shines and the lights show reality, there is no
transformation — it must happen within the setting of the fantasy. Subjective imagination,
projection and the unreal all fuel the actions of the characters to create a suspenseful
narrative. Fantasy House illustrates, through the dramatic, the issues investigated within
this dissertation.

The inspiration of the look of Fantasy House came from an earlier film, Atom

Egoyan’s Exotica (1995). The bulk of the film takes place at Exotica, a gentlemen’s
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club. It appears to be like a typical club — open space, tables, theatrical lighting, a DJ and
a bar — with the notable exception of writhing, naked women all around. There is a main
stage on which the featured dancers perform. Throughout all of this, the gentlemen
remain fully clothed, mostly in suit and tie. It is this vast difference in the attire, or lack
of attire, of the women and men in the club that is so visually striking.

The plot, which had a novel structure in 1995, actually begins at the end of the
film. As we watch it, forward in time, it unravels itself from the situation at hand. One
of the dancers has a relationship with a steady client, but we see early on that it has
nothing to do with sex. They engage in a kind of economy in which Christina, the
dancer, explains, “I do things for him, and he does things for me.” One hundred and
three minutes later, we find out what those things are.

Fantasy House follows traditional narrative structure. While the plot structure of
Exotica is certainly an interesting one, it makes the audience work to understand what is
going on, and therefore, puts less emphasis on deeply understanding and empathizing
with the characters. Fantasy House is more character driven, in that we examine the
specifics of the motivations and relationships between the women. What brought them to
adult entertainment, how they relate to each other, and how they deal within the
environment of such a place is the focal point of the story. Exofica is a puzzle. Our main
involvement, as viewers, is to figure out how these pieces fit together, and how these
characters relate to each other, to form the whole picture.

What the two stories have in common are the themes of secrecy, of concealing
and revealing. Sissela Bok, in her book, Secrets, explains, “Through the study of secrecy,

we encounter what human beings want above all to protect: the sacred, the intimate, the
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fragile, the dangerous, the forbidden” (1983, p. 281). The intimacies that are in both
stories — what happens between the women and the clients, either at their private tables,
or behind closed doors — are explored. Fantasy House explores encounters that must be
kept secret, due to their nature. The variety of sexual requests run from a simple fetish to
the satisfaction of orgasm while in the act of killing. Certainly, the sense of excitement
from doing what one must not do is heightened by it being hidden, by it being concealed.
Only those that are involved are witness to it. Likewise, in Exotica, what is not revealed
to us intrigues us, and is eventually explained with the revealing of the plot line. There is
that illusion, we are led to think, that it is sexual, and therefore, titillating. But Egoyan
always offers us a doubt that it is, and leaves us, at the end, feeling compassion for his
characters.

There is also the element of fantasy within both films. The settings of both are
fantasy, in themselves. Certainly, it is but a straight male’s fantastical wish that he exist
in a place where suggestively dressed or naked women subjugate themselves to his
desires. Perhaps, it has happened in real life, or it is a possibility that it could happen.
But, again, it cannot happen without the element of an economy. Something must be
exchanged in the way of what is acquired. On the surface, in both films, the easy answer
to this is that the acquisition is money. However, there is something concealed here.

Exotica unravels the relationship between Christina and her favorite client to
reveal that she receives much-needed validation from him, something that she lacked in
receiving from her parents. The women of Fantasy House receive validation, also. Hilde
receives validation in the form of nurturing. Chelsea, who was sexually abused by her

father, receives validation from a series of strange men. The business, itself, becomes a
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home for Lizette, who has no home. Julie, the leading character, has yet another layer to
her economy. She comes from a rough lower-class environment. The Fantasy House,
while it is nothing like a penthouse on Park Avenue, is an escape from that world. Even
though the house is dingy and worn down, her position as one sought after and acquired
in its’ business transactions make her feel desired. It makes her feel pretty. And while
she always lived, in reality, a life of frustration as a professional dancer, in the
environment of Fantasy House her limited dance training is enough to satisfy the
fantasies of its’ clientele. She lives a fantasy, and she sells a fantasy.

These transactions, in both films, can only exist in the realm of fantasy. Once we
test the limits and poke at it with a dose of reality, the fantasy bursts like a popped
balloon. Christina’s client touches her, a test of the rules which breaks the fantasy
situation, and he is thrown out of the club. If this is allowed to happen, the essence of the
environment is destroyed. Likewise, in Fantasy House, Julie’s client tries to kill her in
order to achieve orgasm, the ultimate violation of her reality.

Let us look now, at what it is that we desire from the cinema, what is at the
core of the fantasies in our films. We have already discussed the psychoanalytic
approach in which the pleasures of the film are founded in our repressed urges and
unconscious desires. We have also examined the views within the Apparatus Theory, in
which the spectator is subject to the “fantasy machine”, the source of pleasure. Let us

now consider cinematic pleasure from a cognitive approach.
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6. The Pleasures of Watching

The dramatic structure of a mystery or a suspense calls for each scene building
upon the information given in the previous scenes. Alfred Hitchcock, the “master of
suspense”, said that in the “whodunit”, there is a sort of “intellectual puzzle” (as cited in
Patrick, 1939, p. 2). This genre of film presents the relevant information, which then
creates anxiety about how and when the feared outcome will occur. What sort of
pleasure, do we, the audience, find in this? According to psychologist Morton Hunt,
“humans are motivated not simply by physiological, but also cognitive needs” (Plantinga,
2002, p.9). We are intellectually curious. We have a need to know things, to play games,
to read, to solve puzzles and problems. The pleasure derived from watching a film like
Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954) comes from the solving of the puzzle presented in the
narrative. It suggests different outcomes, teases us with different possibilities, and
presents surprises (Plantinga, 2002, p.2). This is the pleasure of discovery.

As audience’s grew more and more accustomed to the structure of films that
provided its’ pleasures from cognition, the sense of discovery became diminished. The
game had been played before, and the challenge of the puzzle became less and less. In
order to meet the expectations of the audience, the structure of these films changed. In
Memento (2001), the scenes of the mystery are presented as the protagonist would
experience them, a protagonist that has no long-term memory. The audience is then kept
in a state of never being sure as to what happened, and when it happened. The great

challenge, then, is to discover not only the true narrative, but the structure of it, as well.
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A similar type of pleasure of discovery comes from identifying the significance in
what we view. In Martin Scorceses’s Raging Bull (1980), there is a scene in which the
protagonist, Jake LaMotta, peers into the mirror and recites the “I could’a been a
contender” speech from On the Waterfront. There is a moment of discovery in this for
the spectator, as the mirror reflects back not only Jake’s reflection, but Jake’s verbal

"9

message to the audience. There is that moment of “ah-ha!” when the spectator discovers
the message in themselves, that they, too, “could’a been a contender.” We are pleased
with our own ability to decipher the inherent meaning in the scene. “In identifying with
their intellectual prowess, the audience not only celebrates intelligence as an inherent
value, but perhaps also gains a narcissistic satisfaction in the presumed homology
between the protagonist’s mental powers and her or his own” (Plantinga, 2002, p. 3).

Romance movies are one of the most popular genres, as evident with the top box
office draw, Titanic (1997). What is it in this type of film that meets our desire? Rarely
do we see a film about a contentedly happy couple. If this kind of relationship is
represented in the movie, it is not the main focus of the film. Titanic features two star-
crossed lovers who must overcome a violent fiancée and a sinking ocean liner to survive.
One of them doesn’t. What is it about this type of film that engages us? What do we
expect in terms of having our desires met?

If we look back to our psychoanalytic explanations of desire, it is defined as the
coming together of two halves, of the lack, the absence of the presence. In the romance
narrative, “The fantasy of the meeting with the other . . . can thus be based on the utopian

desire that it not be too late to re-merge with the other who was once part of the self”

(Williams, 1991, in Stam & Miller, p. 218). Once the lovers are together, the story is
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over. This is true, of course, if one of them leaves or dies. The re-mergence takes place,
or becomes impossible. Whichever it is, it is not too important, as it is that space
between the two, that absence that is important to us. It is that which we want to see.

When we cry at romantic movies, it is tied up in our desire. We do not cry
because it is sad or the characters are suffering. Italian critic Franco Moretti argues that
we cry at the moment we realize that desire has become futile. The release of this tension
produces tears, a kiss goodbye to the happiness that was desired. “Pathos is thus a
surrender to reality but it is a surrender that pays homage to the ideal that tried to create
war on it” (1983, in Stam & Miller, p. 218). It is too late. Our desires will never be
fulfilled.

The role of those viewing cinema is, always, that of the spectator. Our aural
senses are, indeed, aroused in the presentation of film, but film remains, primarily, a
visual medium. The sheer sight of the image is a pleasure. We derive this pleasure from
a sort of voyeurism. Voyeurism takes two distinctive features in the arena of film
viewing. The first is that the voyeur derives sexual gratification from observing others,
usually the sexual activities and/or nudity of others. The second, is that the voyeur
observes the other unobserved, from a secret vantage point (Plantinga, 2002, p. 3).

Voyeurism might seem connected to the sex drive in this explanation, and it is. It
is not just the drive to consummate the sexual act, but to perceive that which is desired,
be it the object itself, what surrounds the object or the observation of the act. It is the
scopic drive. Again, the absence of the object is important if it is to remain a desire.
Absence, here, is obtained through distance. It is the distance of the look. Freud notes

that voyeurism always keeps apart the object and the source of the drive. The eye of the
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source never looks into the eye of the object (Metz, 1982, p. 421). We observe the body,
the actions of the body, but the gaze cannot be returned. If it were, the viewer would
become an object, themselves, and the scopic drive would cease to operate. By its’
nature of depending on the pursuit of the absent object, voyeurism will always have the
required distance and unattainable quality to allow desire to exist.

If images, combined with the subjective mental history of the spectator, create
projections, fantasy will follow. The projections, as we’ve discussed, are like scaffolding
for the fantasy as they are the cultural nexus within which specific messages find a
context. “They are not the place where meaning resides but rather represent a potential
model for imaginary reconstruction” (Burnett, 1995, p.177). It is possible, then, for the
filmmaker to play with possible fantasies of the viewer, depending upon what they put
into the image on the screen, as well as what they leave out.

In Looking Awry (1989, pp. 31-55), Slavoj Zizek describes the act of pornography
as that which “shows everything”, hides nothing, registers all with an objective camera
and offers it to our view. As the saying goes, “It leaves nothing to the imagination.” The
imagination, the imaginary reconstruction, cannot exist here. Its’ ability to construct
fantasy is taken away. There is no absence of the desired object, as it is provided for us.
There is no distance, it is all on the screen. And so, where goes our desire?

In a study done by Bancroft and Matthews (1971) it was shown that audiences
could be more aroused by a less sexually explicit film than a more explicit one.
Censorship, even if its” purpose is to lessen the sexual appeal of the film, may actually
heighten it. By censoring out a sex scene, the film can create more arousal in the viewer,

because they can fill in with their own projections and, therefore, complete it.
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Metz (1982, in Stam & Miller, p. 420-421) argues that there are really two types
of cinematic voyeurism going on, an unauthorized scopophilia, and an authorized one. In
the cinema, scopophilia is unauthorized in that the viewer engages with the image with
almost a “keyhole” effect. The spectator, although sitting in a crowd, does not interact
with them, a roomful of strangers. It is dark, the screen containing but the image of the
actor, and not the actor, themselves. Metz makes the analogy of the child viewing its’
parents in the sexual act, the parents being unaware of the onlooker. In this fashion,
scopophilia is almost Oedipal in nature. And in turn, the scopophilia of the cinema is
authorized, in that the institution of the cinema lends an acceptance to the voyeurism. It
is done, and it is done as a common practice. Our scopophilic gaze is nothing to cause us
shame.

Because most cinematic sex scenes have been constructed by men for a male
point of view, “they have a distinctly macho and hypermasculinized orientation” (Bryant
& Zillman, 1994, p. 247). There is little emphasis on associated foreplay, after play,
cuddling, or general tenderness. Fellini made fun of this effect in Casanova (1973) in
which the protagonist, played by Donald Sutherland, ridiculously and unrealistically,
humped away at conquest after conquest. Whether there was a connection between
Fellini’s film or not, in the same year, Laura Mulvey published her turning-point essay,
Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1973).

Mulvey is credited with the seminal viewpoint that the heterosexual female
spectator, who cannot desire the female sexual object, actually identifies with the gaze of
the male spectator, for which the film is intended. She mentions Jacques Lacan in

explaining this process: “...the moment when a child recognizes its own image in the
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mirror . . . is crucial for the constitution of the ego”. In a filmic world where woman
serves as the image, and man is the bearer of the look, the female spectator takes the
stance that, “if you can’t beat them, join them”. She sublimates her need for identity into
the male character. In the book, A Woman’s View: How Hollywood Spoke to Women,
1930-1960, (Basinger, 1993, p. 209) it is noted that the only pleasure for females in the
movie audience had come from the refusal of pleasure or “the desire to be desired. Their
ideas define the viewing experience as on in which a woman finds a trap in the dream
world of film, because she has no choice but to project herself onto its characters while
remaining passive in the audience.”

Zizek, however, takes a somewhat different, if not altogether different viewpoint
on the spectator. He says that “the other (the person shown on the screen) is degraded to
an object of our voyeuristic pleasure” but it is, in reality, the viewer that is really the
object. “The real subjects are the actors on the screen trying to rouse us sexually, while
we, the spectators, are reduced to a paralyzed object-gaze” (1989, in Stam & Miller, p.
526). It is an interesting point to discuss. It must be defined, in this argument, where the
absence, the desire, actually lies. It might also be quite amusing to Zizek, if one reminds
him that this is the defense of many of a spectator caught in the embarrassing throes of a

strip joint.

7. Celebrity

Another one of the pleasures that we seek out through the cinema is that of the
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celebrity. How does one define just what constitutes “celebrity?” The cultural historian
Daniel Boorstin puts it like this: “A celebrity is a person well-known for their well-
knowness” (2003, in brainyquote.com, p. 2). This comment seems wry in its tone, but
when we consider the term, “celebrity” in the arena of cinema, the comment does more
than skim the surface of the subject and cause us to smile. A celebrity can be confused
with an artist - an actor - or a hero. At this time in our history, all it takes for one to gain
celebrity status is to appear in film. The celebrity, themselves, gains fame and fortune
from their status, but what pleasure is gained by the viewer?

The spectator can go through a process of “self-identification”, in which they
place themselves in the same situation and persona of the star (Tudor, 1974, p. 81). By
way of projection, the viewer attributes the feelings they derive from the star’s image
onto the star, themselves. They are feeling what they perceive the star to be feeling, and
react to this, subjectively. As we discussed with the process of image to projection to
fantasy, the screen could then become a place for our desires, a place where the spectator
can actually be part of that which they perceive.

It is not uncommon for a viewer to believe that they “love” a movie star,
someone who they have never met and is unaware of their very existence. This
identification, in which the spectator identifies with the star, and not the part the star is
playing, is with the actor as star. The nature of star celebrity is that the persona created is
a fabulous one, made by publicists and agents and reinforced by the mass media.
Although the viewer believes themselves to be relating to the person who has gained
stardom, it is still a fictional role, contrived of “the best of his parts” (Metz, 1975, in

Stam & Miller, p. 426).



False Economy of Our Desires 107

The concept of any star is a combination of both the projected image of that star
and whatever subjective ideas the spectator projects onto them. So, although the star
operates independently, they become ““a receptacle for the projected desires, frustrations,
and pleasures of the fan” (Tudor, 1974, p. 83). This, of course, can run the gamut from
the autograph hound to the unfortunate case of a John David Chapman. These
projections can make the celebrity anything from a target to a hero.

Celebrity worship and hero worship is often confused. Many heroic acts are done
by men and women who never gain celebrity status, but famous persons are often
attributed with the idea of being “great”. In choosing the participants for the post-9/11
New Years Eve Celebration in Times Square, the Times Square Business Improvement
District was aware of this dichotomy and asked only those who had only exhibited acts of
courage and greatness to be part of the show. They deliberately did not invite those who
were celebrities due only to their “well-knowness” as entertainers. As the members of
the police force and fire squads waved to the crowds, they received cheering ovations.
Likewise, Christopher Reeves, who gallantly battled to recover from a spinal cord injury
and was lobbying to help others by supporting stem cell research, was asked to initiate
the ball drop at midnight (Anne Marie Gonzalez, personal communication, December 28,
2001). In It’s Show Time! Media, Politics, and Popular Culture), David A. Schultz
warns that if we are not cognizant of the effects of celebrity, as the Times Square
Business Improvement District was, “we come closer and closer to degrading all fame
into notoriety” (2000, p. 158).

The concept of turning the object on the screen, the star, into a subject, creates a
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process “that endlessly overvalues itself, that treats thought as visual, and links the visual
and speech as if each can clarify the other” (Burnett, 1995, p. 143). It creates the Star
System. The star-subject have, in real life, used this process to become mayors and
governors, most, not surprisingly from California, the state that brought them to fame.
The melding of movies and politics seems to have not lost its hold, as in a 2002 Gallup
pole, in which 1,009 adult Americans were asked to name their most admired American.
Among male respondents, Hillary Clinton, senator of New York and former first-lady,
came in first. But female respondents chose Ophra Winftrey, talk show host, with fifth
place going to Jennifer Lopez, movie star and pop singer. The respondents aged 18-30,
however, rated Lopez as number one, above all other Americans in every field
(CNN.com, 12/27/2002).

Mulvey describes the difference between male and female stars and their roles for
the spectator: “A male movie star’s glamorous characteristics are thus not those of the
erotic object of the gaze, but those of the more perfect, more complete, more powerful
ideal ego conceived in the original moment of recognition in front of the mirror” (1976,
in Stam & Miller, p. 488). In other words, while in cinema, the female is the object of the
gaze, the male serves the role of the “screen as mirror” in the Lacanian sense. If Mulvey
is correct in her theory, we might someday have another movie actor as President of the
United States, but Jennifer Lopez, for the quality of her notoriety, does not stand a
chance.

Alfred Hitchcock was a fan of the Star System, apart from its assistance in
increasing revenue from his films. He believed in using attractive actors, as one can see

from his choices of leading ladies such as Grace Kelly, Tippi Hedren and Janet Leigh.
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He speaks of his choice of Grace Kelly in Rear Window (1954) within the scene when
she trespasses in the antagonists’ apartment: “When the character is attractive, the
public’s emotion is greatly intensified” (Plantinga, 2002, p. 5). He also believed in using
major stars because the audience would have more of an identification with the
characters. When the protagonist is played by a secondary star, he said, “the whole
picture suffers . . . because audiences are far less concerned about the predicament of a
character who is played by someone they don’t know” (Plantinga, 2002, p. 7). Hitchcock
wanted his audience’s to have empathy for the character, whether they understood why
they had it, or not. In this case, identifying with the star, “the best of its parts” as Metz
said, was exactly what the filmmaker wanted.

The cycle of absence and presence, the missing and re-appearing of the subject, is
played out in the celebrity game. We may want to see a “Tom Hanks” movie, but we can
only possess him for the time we are watching the film. After that, he will disappear,
creating more desire for his presence. We can never truly possess him, but find pleasure,
when again, he reappears. For a short time, we can control his image in the present.
Jacques Derrida talks about this as in the “completion of the game” wherein
“disappearing and coming back, absence and re-presentation” creates great pleasure in
the “re-turn that determines everything, and without which nothing would come about”
(Derrida, 1978, p. 131). The outcome is predictable, he will return. The game will repeat
itself over and over, and we will engage in the continuing cycle of absence/presence.

Performers, if they have a career with any longevity, play the game of
absence/presence with themselves. An example of this is Madonna, who has been a top

popular celebrity for over twenty years. She has accomplished this by, what is currently
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called, “reinventing herself.” According to John Fiske, she is a “site of semiotic struggle
between the forces of patriarchal control and feminine resistance, of capitalism and the
subordinate, of the adult and the young” (1989, p. 28). She survived in a constantly
changing marketplace by presenting a multiplicity of shifting identities and personae.
She was still the same star we had clamoured for, but over time, it was us that changed.
We had satisfied our desire for what she was offering us, but she understood that because
we were different, our desires were different. She changed herself and what she was
offering, again, engaging in the game of absence and presence until it was us that had our
fill and she reinvented herself, again, to meet our desires.

One of the downfalls in celebrity culture is when we use cinema as a sociological
“map” of the world around us. One of the ways in which we establish our personal
identities is to find out who we are in relation to others, and “locate ourselves in
comparison” to those we see on the screen (Underwood, 2003 p. 2). In the previous
discussion of the use of models and their altered images in advertising, the same goes for
the movie star. If one is to look at a layout of the stars at some event in People Magazine
and one slightly blurs their vision (by taking off or putting on glasses, squinting, etc.),
one will have difficulty in telling a Jennifer Aniston from a Calista Flockhart or a
Jennifer Lopez. The look is the same. And the look is achieved through personal
trainers, personal macrobiotic chefs, and many other assistants the common worker
cannot afford to employ. By comparing ourselves to the stars, we will always come up
short. “The Mass Media, with their cult of celebrity and their attempt to surround it with
glamour . . . . gave substance to and . . . intensify narcissist dreams of fame and glory,

encouraging the common man to identify with the stars and hate the ‘herd’ and make it
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more and more difficult for him to accept the banality of everyday existence” (Lasch,
1991, p. 21).

And as Adorno noted, “In the end, glorification of splendid underdogs is nothing

other than the glorification of the splendid system that makes them so” (1991, p. 23).

&. The Business Element

This star identification can go beyond selling the special qualities of the celebrity
to us. Whatever is associated with the star can be sold to us, also, and quite frequently is.
The term that describes this type of subtle advertising in cinema is called “product
placement.” With product placement, “a product is integrated into a movie or TV show
for clear, on-screen visibility” (Shaia, 2002, p. 5). In 1982, when E.T. followed the trail
of Reeses’ Pieces, sales jumped by 65%, leading many other advertisers to pay the movie
companies for exposure (Shaia, p. 5). What happens, then, to us, the viewer, when a
product is associated with someone with whom we experience star identification?

Potential customers of a product can be created by associating the product with a
star. This is exhibited many times over in every issue of /n Style Magazine. The banner
under the title states, “Style, Celebrity, Fashion”. The interrelationship of these three
elements can guide our hands as we reach into our wallets in order to buy. It can also
reinforce purchase choices we’ve already made, encouraging us to repeat them, again.
For instance, what could be “cooler than wearing the same ass-kicking jeans as Buffy?”
Explains Jay May, president of Feature This, a company that helps businesses with

product placement, “They’ve reinforced that you’ve made the right choice”
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(D’Innocenzo, 2001,  p.4). Again, external validation controls our existence.
Combined with star identification, we become the mirror of the screen.

The James Bond film, Tomorrow Never Dies (1997) was a non-stop series of ads
for its products. BMW cars, Gibson’s gin, Ricoh digital cameras, Sky Tel pagers, Web
TV, and other products were associated with the sophisticated and suave image of Bond.
Not only did the film push these products, but there were TV and print ads with Bond and
the product, in a series of cross-plugging media events. Parade Magazine published an
article called, “Seven Products That Will Change the Way We Live: What’s Next?” in
accordance with the films’ products (Dixon, 1999, p. 118). The question that comes to
mind, of course, is: Will they change the way we live so that our lives will become
better? Will our lives become more authentic? Or will they simply make the producers
of such products more successful capitalists? If our lives are not truly bettered by them,
why do we engage in the economy of purchasing them? Is it only our need to rise above
the herd while being part of it? Who is in control of our desires, in this case?

According to Wheeler Winston Dixon, in Disaster and Memory (1999, p. 122),
“Nearly every magazine we read, every film we watch, every CD we listen to, and every
radio station we tune in, we are participating in the activities of one of the arms of this
series of all-pervasive four media conglomerates”. The four conglomerates control the
vast majority of film, television, print, newspaper, cable, and music consumed by the
general public. They are: General Electric, Time Warner, Disney/Cap Cities, and
Westinghouse. The emergence of these huge media conglomerates have been looked at
by scholars such as Frederic Jameson (1991), Masao Miyoshi (1996), Arif Dirlik (1996),

and Edward Said (1994), as well as political economists such as Herbert Schiller (1992),
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Nicholas Garnham (1990), and Ben Bagdikian (1992). In their eyes, there is a correlation
between the emergence of these conglomerates and a homogenization of public culture.
“The actual operation of media industries is treated as epiphenomenal. Ownership is
equated with control, and control is maintained by forging ever larger markets for
particular cultural forms through a process of homogenization” (Curtin, 1999, p. 57).

Jean-Luc Godard, a true cineaste, has been heralding “the end of cinema” for
decades. Now, in his newer works, he is convinced that the cinema “will collapse under
the sheer weight of the super spectacles that currently crowd the multiplexes of the
world” (Dixon, 1999, p. 133). Likewise, David Puttnam, an Oscar-winning producer,
speaks of the homogeneous point of view of Hollywood films, and what their effect on
the people of smaller, and poorer, nations could be. He speaks of the “potential for a
devastating explosion” and adds, “if we simply become manufacturers of films which
rely on technology, special effects, emotional simplicity and so on to portray the world,
then I fear that the dislocation between mainstream cinema and any perceptible reality
will simply become too great — with consequences which will affect us all (Pilger, 2002,
p.17).

Another of the cinematic false economies lies in one of the different pleasures we
noted, that of romance. The top-selling movie, 7itanic (1997), reinforces the romantic
stereotype that “love conquers all” — class difference, angry and armed fiancées, sinking
ships and frigid waters — “all.” Their love will (according the the pop singer, Celine
Dion) “go on and on.” Walter Lippmann, journalist, in 1922, explained stereotypes as
acquired from cultural mediators (as in cinema) rather than direct experience. The

culture “distills” reality and then expresses it by placing it in a carefully controlled
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context in which there is a measure of truth to the image (Galician, 2002, p.36). If we
look at a few of the romantic myths in cinema, we can see how the viewer is given a false
reality.

One myth, “Opposites attract and complement each other,” is the theme of
Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, which has been done in many films, most
recently, Ten Things I Hate About You (1999). These relationships certainly can be
exciting, but long-term relationships usually flourish when similarity rather than
dissimilarity prevails. Another, “Marrying can fulfill all your dreams”, is seen in
countless movies, but one cannot ignore the current American divorce rate that stands at
50%. Another, “You should make your spouse over into a ‘better person’”, as in As
Good As It Gets (1997), is a rescue fantasy that is said to satisfy the rescuers’ desire for
power and control (Gallician, 2002, p. 49). There are many romantic myths that we learn
from Hollywood movies, but, as Robert Sternberg, a Yale psychologist said, “It’s a
difficult task to find anything in the media that has much to teach us about the realities of
love” (2002, as cited in Gallician, p. 78).

What is false about what we invest in cinema in relation to its return, is the worth
of the return. When we sit in the dark and watch the image, it is not only our attention
and time that we give to it. We give the screen the stuff that comprises “us”. We project
ourselves onto it and live in the fantasy. We play the voyeur, the detective, the smart
one. It can make us feel pretty or powerful, but it is all for the moment. We should be
aware of why we’re made to feel this way, and how, and who is behind it and what they
gain from it. “Popular culture is conceived to be simultaneously the cause, justification,

and consequence of various patterns of social behavior” (Tudor, 1974, p. 231). As the
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method actor asks, “What’s my motivation?”’ perhaps we should ask ourselves why we
like what we like, do what we do, and why. The answer to these questions will be our

history, as “We are responsible for creating our own cultures” (Tudor, 1974, p.232).
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CHAPTER V
OUR TELEVISED CULTURE AND DESIRE

1. How We Respond to Viewing

Television can rightly be considered a culture, in that it is responsible for certain
rules and behavioral norms within a society, the very definition of the word, culture. It
influences us, like its counterparts — the cinema and advertising — to want things, to desire
to live our lives a certain way and be a certain kind of person. It is almost an inescapable
entity, as in 96% of the homes in the United States house at least one TV (Kuby &
Csikszentihalyi, 2002, p.1). The world of television programs has entered our common
communication, as we speak of who did what on which program, allowing these things to
enter into our day-to-day reality. This is the case in the high-rise homes of New York
City as it is for those living in the far-reaching rural areas. Indeed, inhabitants from both
environments, never having met each other, could engage in conversation revolving
around that which they saw on “American Idol” last night.

Although the televised image seems to be similar, in many ways, to the filmic
image, there are great differences. The content of the program, the time allotted to
explore it, the size of the screen, and other differences, create a dissimilar experience in
their respective viewing. As in Marshall McLuhans’ quote, “The medium is the
message,” the media from which the information is distributed can be a message, in itself.

And while, in cinema, the image is projected back to the viewer from the light on the
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screen, the televised image works differently. This method of projection is the most
influential difference between the two, and has a great effect upon the viewer. It is the
rapidly pulsating projections of light from the TV screen that slows down the brainwave
function in its viewers, creating a different brain response than from the viewer of
cinema.

In 1925, Hans Berger, a German psychologist, studied the current measured in the
human head skin. Using his son as a subject, he extracted the Alpha Rhythm, and
revealed his findings in 1929. Alpha waves are produced by the brain in a relaxed state,
prior to a deep rest, at 7-13Hz. This is the stage of meditation, of a trance-like state, in
which learning is highly accelerated (www.mepp.co.kr, 2003, para.1). When viewing
television, the brain falls into this state of Alpha (wwwfilmtube.com, 2003, para. 2).

More than any other activity, apart from work and sleep, people in the
industrialized world spend most of their time in front of the television set. They watch,
on average, three hours a day. At this rate, someone who lives to age 75 would spend
nine years of their life watching TV (Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 1). It might
be said, from these statistics, that we watch so much because we must enjoy it. However,
we complain about this habit, of our children’s habit, calling it names like “the boob
tube”, while we find it difficult to turn our eyes away from it. So why is television
viewing such an addiction?

Ivan Pavlov studied our “orienting response” in 1927. This response is our
biological, instinctive response to any sudden or novel stimulus, like a bright light or a
loud noise. The blood vessels to the brain dilate, the heart rate slows, and blood vessels

to the major muscle groups become restricted. The brain focuses attention on gathering
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more information while the rest of the body quiets (Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002).
Later, in 1986, Reeves and Thorson studied the formal features of television — the cuts,
zooms, pans, and sudden noises — and how they triggered the orienting response. They
concluded that it was this form of television that kept our attention captive through our
basic, biological instinct (Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). The brain in Alpha state
was experiencing fast and continuous stimuli that triggered the orienting response.

Focusing on the medium of TV, Jerome and Dorothy Singer found that excessive
viewing may result in a shorter attention span, diminished self-restraint and less patience
with normal delays of daily life (Kubey and Csikszentimihalyi, 2002). In all three of
these practices, the commonality is an inability to deal with one’s life events in any
extended period of time, much like the quick changes in a television program. Over
twenty-five years ago, a study was done in a mountain community that had no television
until the advent of cable. Over time, both the adults and children became less creative in
problem solving, less able to persevere at tasks, and less tolerant of unstructured time
(Kubey and Csikszentimihalyi, 2002).

The problem of heavy viewing of TV with children, is that it can hinder their
capacity to learn. In order to learn to read, rhythmic and well-controlled eye movements
are essential. The images on a TV screen are composed of 625 lines, with 800 dots
appearing 25 times per second. This can put a strain on the eyes and brain of a still
developing child until they are 6 to 7 years old. Add to this, the rapid cuts and short time
span of each image. The brain, while watching, is at the speed of Alpha, putting the child
in a trance-like state. The child is receiving information without any conscious analysis

or selective association. Only their vision and hearing is stimulated, leaving out other
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sensory stimulation. The problem here, is that sensory stimulation is essential to learning.
There is a dependency in the right-brain hemisphere, the non-verbal side. Many learning
skills, such as analysis, auditory association, phonics, symbol recognition and
handwriting are located in the left hemisphere of the brain, with TV viewing giving little
input to this side. Conditioning a child to this state can impair their ability to learn
beyond the mere absorption of the TV image (www.quolkids.com, 2003, p. 2).

Television apparently has its’ dangers, and the heavy viewing that is hard to turn
away from is addictive. This addiction to television viewing has been compared to a
dependence on mind-altering drugs, causing Neil Postman in Amusing Ourselves to
Death, to describe our society as one, “narcoticized by technological diversions” (1984,
p.212). But there is a positive side to TV viewing, in the gratifications we receive from

1ts use.

2. Uses and QGratification

Even though we are influenced by the medium while we watch, we can still turn it
on and off, and change the channels. According to a study done by Palmgreen, Wenner
& Rosengren (1985), “People take the initiative in selecting and using communication
vehicles to satisfy felt needs and desires” (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 419). In an earlier
study done in 1972, McQuail, Blumier, and Brown identified four uses of television
viewing: 1) Diversion, as in escape or emotional release; 2) Personal relationships, for
companionship; 3) Personal identity, to find references to, or explore, or to find value in
one’s own self; and 4) Surveillance, which is acquiring news and information (Bryant &

Zillman, 1994, p. 421). Those who are infirmed or isolated can gain great benefit from
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the use of television viewing. “Reduced mobility and greater loneliness . . . result in
ritualized media orientations and greater reliance on the media” (Bryant & Zillman, 1994,
p. 427). The four uses found by McQuial, Blumier & Brown can serve even a greater

purpose for this population.

Departing from the medium, itself, and examining the content of the television
program, the common “‘situation comedy” scores high marks in its benefit to its viewers.
If one deconstructs the sitcom, it will reveal characters that we identify with, either real
representations, or idealized ones, of ourselves. The characters in the story will resemble
people we know in our own lives, and also give a chance to feel revenge towards those in
which we have been in real-life conflict situations. After exploring some struggle of the
human condition, the ending will provide us with a feeling of consolation, as it will be a
happy one, relationships will meld, and there will be commiseration between the
characters, affirming to us that life isn’t so bad, after all (www.transparencynow.com,

2003 p. 1).

This formula of the sitcom seems to be one of the few media products that offer
satisfaction to our desires. If Jacques Lacan were consider it, he might say that “situation
comedies are about our desire to become whole and happy” (2003,
www.transparencynow.com, p.5), in respect to his ideas about the concept of desire.
They are also about “the way we often sabotage that quest or lose our way because of
irrational fears and misguided desires” (2003, p. 5). In other words, the sitcom can be a

window into the false give and take of what we want, or what we think we want. “In
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showing things as they are, sitcoms liberate us to see critical truths about ourselves and

others, and about institutions and society” (2003, pp. 7-8).

There is another aspect of the televised image worth considering, although its
worth as something beneficial, or not, can be debated. When Adoni and Mane (1984)
conducted their study on the impact of the media image, they concluded that these images
were part of a symbolic reality, or abstractions of experiences that were created by
individuals and groups as a way of storing information (Schultz, 2000, p.174). Jumping
off from that concept, and into the ideas of Gregory Ulmer, it is interesting to look into
the effects these symbols, or abstractions, can have upon the viewer.

Ulmer’s “Popcycle” is a guided formula through which one can “encipher identity
by means of four dominant institutional discourses: family, entertainment, school, and
discipline” (personal correspondence, 2000). Finding impressions of ourselves in these
areas can lead to discovery our identity, of who we have become as adults. Entertainment
is one of the four, key areas. In the year 2003, most of us have grown up with television.
It might have even been used to baby sit us. In creating one Popcycle in an exercise with
students, I Love Lucy kept repeating itself as an early image for one of the participants.
This symbolic reality of Ricky Ricardo manifested itself, later, as a liking for things
Hispanic the language, the music, and even Hispanic men as the ideal of attractiveness.
Ulmer verified this desire as kind of an “imprinting” from the early impressions of the

television show (personal correspondence, 2003).

Television as a medium, and television content, both have positive and negative
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effects upon the viewer. It can help create desire that is false, or fulfill one that is lacking
in our lives. However, as one of the benefits is socialization, it is really a substitute for
human socialization, or even the para-social type, in which the person whose image is
televised is not aware of the humanity of the individual viewer. If the televised program
is being viewed by more than one person in the room, it actually reduces conversation. In
a study by Walters and Stone (1971), it was found that there is just some or no talking in
little more than half of the respondents while the television set was on

(www.cultsock.co.uk, 2003, p. 1).

Television fulfills desire for us, right in the privacy of our own homes. It can also
serve as a personal relationship when there is a lack of a real, flesh and blood one. We
will now look at its role, and the role of much of our popular culture, as a substitute for

reality, or even a heightened reality.

3. Simulated Reality

Our age has been dubbed “the culture of simulation” or a “culture based on
fantasy” or several, similar titles. Images of simulation show up constantly on the
television screen. It reminds one of Platos’ cave, in which the viewers sat and watched
their reflections made by fire inside the cave and mistook it for the real. Jean Baudrillard
has coined the phrase, “simulacra” to describe this concept in our post-modern world. He
makes a distinction, however, between simulacra and a simulation, most simply in these
four criteria: 1) Simulacra is a reflection of basic reality; 2) it masks and perverts a
basic reality; 3) it masks the absence of a basic reality; and 4) it bears no relation to

any reality whatever -- it is its own pure simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1998, p. 166). In
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Gilles Deleuze’s Time Machine, it is described as “the proliferation of images without
models” (Roderick, 1997, p.79).

These simulacrum invade the television screen on a constant basis, leaving us to
respond falsely to the stimuli offered. How is it possible to truly respond to something
that masks a basic reality, that is only its own simulacrum? What is it, in actuality (the
actuality of the stimuli, not its content), that makes us respond?

Much like the “orienting response”, in which we respond to the new stimuli, our
response to a simulacra event is a response to the theatricality of it. Like the simple
orienting response to the television show, in which we respond to the quick cuts and
lights and loud noises, we respond to the artfulness of the narrative and theatre (Sanes,
2000). On the program, Joe Millionaire ,women vied for the attentions of a man who
was not who they were led to believe he was, and who presented himself as pure
simulacra — someone with no relation to any true reality. It was dubbed, ironically, a
“reality series”. As the women approached “Joe”, they did so on a constructed set to the
dramatic soundtrack that was used to evoke a conditioned, emotional response from the
viewer, regardless of the visual. Our response to this is emotional, and this is where it
becomes a false economy for the viewer — we confuse our emotions with the fantasy on
the screen. As Ken Sanes says in Disney’s Distorted Mirror, “We are deliberately led to
confuse art with life, and to confuse our emotions and fantasies for what is in the world,
by those who want to sell us candidates, products, entertainment and ideas” (2000, p.3).

Robert Stoller, a psychoanalytic theorist, writes about these “symbolic arenas” in
which simulacra occurs. What do we, the viewer, gain from it? “They allow us to

convert personal trauma into simulated trauma, mastered trauma . . . they allow us to play
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out every other kind of desire we know from psychoanalytic theory and everyday life.
Power, phallic aggression, revenge, sex, love and success are routinely acted out and
temporarily sated in these fictional worlds” (1985, p. 58-59). These symbolic arenas
become entertainment, in which we act out our desires. Their creators find and exploit
market niches, design story lines for specific personality constellations, and
consequently, have turned the popular culture into a vast inventory of the fears and
desires of the human personality (Stoller, 1985, p. 61).

Ken Sanes points out the exaggerated, intensified quality of the simulacrum that
uses its raw material to create aesthetic effects. “They do what all artists do — they
improve on life . . . but they claim that what they offer is a faithful depiction or that it is
something authentic” (2000, p. 2). This, of course, is nothing new. It has been going on
since humankind learned to communicate. But what is different, now, is the wide-
reaching and fast speed of the tools of the communicators. A news “event”, when it
crosses over to the area of a simulacrum, can be communicated instantly, all over the
world. One could consider the recent case of Jessica Lynch, a private for the United
States Army in the 2003 Iraqi War, as such.

If we apply the ideas of film theory onto the image on the television screen, then
what we see on a televised event can act as a mirror in which we observe ourselves. As
Sylvester Stallone, first as the character Rocky, and later as Rambo, dramatized the
popular American theme of the individual overcoming great odds, so did the real-life
person of Jessica Lynch. Having been freed from an Iraqi hospital on April 1, 2003, “she
immediately became a symbol of U.S. resolve” (Orecklin, 2003, p.1). Her story

originally broke in The Washington Post, which described her as resisting her captors,
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firing at them as they shot and stabbed her. Susan Schmidt, who co-wrote the article,
stated that her article “was based on intelligence reports gathered by the U.S. government
at that time” (Orecklin, 2003, p. 1). But after she had been examined by doctors in
Germany, the Pentagon acknowledged that Lynch had not been stabbed or shot.

The events of the capture started with the U.S. troops breaking down the doors of
Nasiriyah General Hospital, tanks stationed outside and helicopters flying overhead. The
soldiers fired at windows and doors, breaking them and kicking them down. “They
pointed the gun at us for two hours,” said Al-Jabbar, an employee at the hospital, “their
manner was very rude, they even handcuffed the director of the hospital . . . not a single
shot was fired at them” (Associated Press, May 28, 2003). Lynch was then carried away
by U.S. forces. She has suffered memory loss concerning the event, and has yet to give
an account of what she recalls of that night (Orecklin, 2003, p. 2).

An investigation by the Associated Press gives another view of the story. “If they
had come to the door and asked for Jessica, we would have gladly handed her over to
them. There was no need for all that drama,” said Dr. Hazem Rikabi, an internist
(Associated Press, May 29, 2003). The AP report noted that Lynch was well-favored by
the hospital staff, and that they received orders from Younis Ahmed al-Thereb, the
governor of Nasiriyah, to transfer Lynch to a hospital on the other side of the Euphrates
River, where American forces were in control. She was driven, by ambulance, to the
hospital, but was fired upon by American troops, causing the driver to return. The next
day, Iraqi forces, including the governor, had left the city, and hours later, the Americans

arrived (Associated Press, May 29, 2003).
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Time Magazine, which had previously published an account of Lynch’s “Rambo-
esque” behavior during her capture, later questioned the use of force by the U.S. troops
during the raid on the hospital (Orecklin, 2003, p.2). They noted that no hospital
personnel were injured and that the spent cartridges did not appear to be from live
ammunition. “They were shooting at me, but nothing happened to me,” said Al-Hazbar,
the deputy-director (Associated Press, May 29, 2003). The American military, who
videotaped the rescue, noted that “the use of blanks in M-16 assault rifles and M-4
carbines requires a special attachment at the end of the barrels and no sign of those were
seen in the video” (Associated Press, May 29, 2003). Time also quoted Bryan Whitman,
a spokesman for the Pentagon, as saying, “This was a facility that was hostile and could
have potentially had a lot more resistance than what was encountered” (Orecklin, 2003,
p-2).

Military strategy has used the tactic of inducing confusion in their opponents by
visual deception throughout history. During World War II, the Allies used rubber tanks
and canvas airplanes, designed by a Hollywood studio, to mislead the Nazis as to where
an invasion would take place (Sanes, 2003, p. 2). The difference in the use of deception
as a tactic, in the Lynch case, is that the American public is not the military’s enemy. If
the future shows that the military did construct an event that was not a simulation, but
merely a “reflection of a basic reality . . . (that) masks and perverts a basic reality . . .
(that) masks the absence of a basic reality . . . (and) bears no relation to any reality
whatever” then they have staged a true simulacra for us (Baudrillard, 1998, p. 166).

It is not a surprising statement that we live in a world in which appearances are

routinely manipulated to produce the desired results for those who manipulate. In the
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Lynch case, the military could simply be said to be savvy to our response to “society’s
primary simulation machine — television” (Sanes, 2003, p. 3). Before the alternate story
of Lynchs’ capture and rescue was made known to the American public, television news
showed pictures of her, posed in front of the American flag, with her big smile, clear
skin, and all-American looks. Special news programs, entitled, “Saving Private Lynch”
were advertised with dramatic, emotion-evoking music accompanying her image, and a
quote from the U.S. soldier who burst into her room during the rescue, “I’m an American
soldier.” The music swelled, and the announcer dramatically tells of Lynchs’ response,
“I’m an American soldier, t0o.”

The Lynch story contains the same elements as the narratives in popular culture
that feed our wants — the mastery of danger, the satisfaction of desires and the ultimate
restoration of morality (Sanes, 2003, p. 3). What has happened, here, is the workings of
the same trusted formula of our self-made fictions. Emotions are aroused, in this case,
those of anger and fear for the enemy, and sympathy for the protagonist. These emotions
are then converted into those of reassurance and hope (Sanes, 2003, p. 2).

What is interesting to note, in light of the information being presented that
contradicts the Pentagon’s story, is this: the small amount of outrage from the American
public. If the Associated Press, Time Magazine, and now, reports from the British
Broadcasting System have any truth to them, then we have been lied to, albeit, in an
entertaining manner. Are our desires so well-fed with simulacrum that we no longer care
if the things that are presented to us as real, truly are? As of this date, a Canadian actress
has been named as the lead in the made for TV movie, “Saving Private Lynch.” “Jean

Baudrillard has correctly likened television reportage of the event to a TV miniseries in
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which an entire spectacle of conflict is created for viewers out of phantom images whose
veracity is never called into question” (Dixon, 1999, p. 139).

Simulacrum has proven to satisfy our desires. This appears not only in the events

of our lives, but in the transmission of the communication of these events.

4. The News and Politics

CNN News, a respected source of news and information, has changed the way
they present the news to appeal to the desires of our culture, and in turn, increase their
audience. The new format is a “kaleidoscope full of enticing images, text and music”
(Sanes, 2001 pp. 1-2). It is connecting Headline News with a “celebration of youth,
speed, technology, success and constant change”(Sanes, 2001, p. 2). CNN’s goal, of
course, is to keep viewers occupied with multiple forms of stimulation so they won’t
change the channel (Sanes, 2001, p. 3). The goal of the viewer is now beyond the simple
task of obtaining the news. The constant change in the sensations and rhythm produced
by the program is entertaining. Things move quickly, one story to the next, so that our
attention span will not run out and we will become bored. If the main story does not hold
our interest, there are other stories flashing by on the screen that might hold us.

What do we gain from news presented in this fashion? We gain affirmation that
we are fast, young, vibrant, and on-the-go. We look into the mirror and see exactly what
we want to see. Our expectations to be entertained are certainly met. But, there is a price
to be paid for the entertainment, and it is not as in-the-moment of our new, exciting future

as we may think. It is the same price paid as when advertising changed from
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disseminating information about a product into an image-oriented one that engaged our
emotions — we no longer have to think. As we could feel the pride in giving our children
the best, when we looked at the picture of the H-O Oatmeal baby in 1896, we similarly
can feel the pace and excitement and entertainment value of the image on the news
program, “instead of challenging them to think about what is happening in the world”
(Sanes, 2001, p. 2).

The pace of the news program is fast, fast to meet the image we have of our
lifestyles. What results from this, is that as soon as the story is “old”, we forget about it.
The stories and issues presented in the news have a sense of temporality, a “here today,
gone tomorrow” quality. Quoting Terrance Moran, “With media whose structure is
biased toward furnishing images and fragments, we are deprived of access to an historical
perspective . . . bits of information cannot be integrated into an intelligent and consistent
whole” (cited in Postman, 1984, chap. 9). When we look into the mirror, we only see
what we look like, today. Likewise, Bill Moyers has noted, “I worry that my own
business . . . helps to make this an anxious age of agitated amnesiacs . . . we Americans
seem to know everything about the last 24 hours but very little of the last sixty centuries
or the last sixty years” (as cited in Postman, 1984, chap. 9). And as George Santayana
said, “Those who cannot remember the past are doomed to repeat it”.

Let us think, again, to Leo Lowenthal, who likened our culture to living in a state
of terrorism. If our sense of our being within a history becomes fragmented, the power
shifts to the terrorists. As he said, “What the terrorist masters fear most is that their
victims may uncover their awareness of belonging to a whole, to human history. The

complete victory of totalitarianism would be identical with the complete forgetting of
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history” (2000, p. 85). Political leanings aside, America has seen two versions of
President Bush, waging war in Iraq, within the last twelve years.

Reality has become, for Americans, not what they experience or read about, but
what they saw on television. In a study done in by Perse in 1990, reality formation was
analyzed. According to his findings, if a situation, an event, or a media image is
considered real, it must be triggered by some form of involvement, which is a sense of
importance attached to that person or event. Once involvement is triggered, attention is
paid, and recognition occurs in which there is a classification of the information as
familiar or unfamiliar. Elaboration, in which the information is related to prior
knowledge, can follow (Schultz, 2000, p. 175).

There are a number of variables that effect reality perceptions. One’s own
abilities as well as one’s own knowledge can act to reduce the portrayal of a media image
(Schultz, 2000, p. 174). For instance, the image of Bill Clinton as he ran for the office of
the President of the United States — tall, handsome, younger than most of his colleagues,
with a warm and friendly style of communication and empathetic understanding — was
not the perception that Gennifer Flowers reportedly had of him at the time. Ms. Flowers
had a long term, eventually unsatisfactory relationship with Clinton, and would comment
upon his empathetic style that Clinton was, in reality, a “‘charmer”. While the nation was
going through the steps of accepting the media of image of Clinton as reality, she was
trying to temper our perceptions by sharing her own knowledge, and change ours.

For all of us, “true-life experience reduces our likelihood of accepting media
images as real” (Schultz, 2000, p. 174). The problem that we have in our culture,

however, is that the media is so all-pervasive to our existence, but we have no real-life
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relationship with the people we see on television. There were approximately
300,000,000 people in the United States in 2003 (www.census.gov, 2003). With a
television set in almost every home, it is a mathematical impossibility that every viewer
could have some kind of real-life relationship with those media figures that have affected
their lives. The melding of entertainment and politics into a “hybrid, all-purpose
celebrity culture, where”, according to Frank Mankiewicz, a political consultant, “we’re
talking about seeing politics as an extension of popular culture” (Schultz, 2000, p. xii).

At the time of the 2002 California gubernatorial primary race, Arnold
Swarzenegger, Larry Flynt and a 22 year old porn star announced their candidacies for
Governor of California. None of them had any political experience. Of the three,
Swarzenegger led the polls, and eventually won the position. Although his strongest
political experience is by association in his marriage to Maria Shiver of the Kennedy
clan, he has been, for the most part of his career, a media celebrity. We have come to
know him, mostly for his role as The Terminator, a relentless, uncrushable cyborg who
will succeed in his mission no matter what opposes him. Swarzenegger, reminiscent of
his famous character, announced he would “clean house” in California (cited in NY Daily
News, 10/9/03).

How closely do we relate the perception of Swarzenegger, the Terminator, with
Swarzenegger, the Terminator-Governor? Is our involvement with his media image
enough to cause us to elaborate upon it and accept the man as competent to do the job?
Or, if elected, is it just his image of being competent at the job that we really care about?
Unfortunately for us, if we don’t like his performance, we cannot simply change the

channel and replace him with, yet another, media figure.
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According to Eric Alterman, media columnist for 7he Nation, we even form our

political views due to the entertaining influence of the televised program. In
Conservative vs. Liberal talk show panels, he says, “. . . liberals are fighting a near-
hopeless battle in which they are enormously outmatched” (Schell, NY Times, 3/20/03, p.
E7). The reason is, says Bill O’Reilly, the host of the Fox News Channel’s O Reilly
Factor, is that “conservatives tend to see the world in black and white terms, good and
evil . . . liberals see grays. In any talk format, you have to pound home a strong point of
view. If you’re not providing controversy and excitement, people won’t listen, or watch”
(NY Times, 2003). It is what Neil Postman predicted almost twenty years ago, when he
described the information disseminated on television as “simplistic, nonsubstantive,
nonhistorical and noncontextual; that is to say, information packaged as entertainment.

In America, we never are denied the opportunity to amuse ourselves” (1984, p. 321).

5. Sexuality

Not only are our political views shaped by the entertaining events on television,
but our sexual lives are affected, as well. By age 20, 70% of girls and 80% of boys have
had sex, and one in seven of these has contracted a sexually transmitted disease. The
United States has the highest rate of teen pregnancies in the industrialized world.
Currently, 25% of pregnancies occur to mothers under 20 years of age (Greenberg,
Brown & Buerkel-Rothfuss, 1993). Where do teens get their information and form
values concerning sex? Some of the major sources of images and information come from

television.
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Fifty years ago, even married television couples had twin beds in their bedrooms.
That, of course, was far from a realistic representation. Today, one can witness the
simulated sexual act on TV. MTV and BET routinely show scenes of scantily clad
women, gyrating around men dressed in designer urban wear, waving symbols of power,
like money, guns and booze. Sex is a constant topic in adult programming, either being
spoken of, enacted on, or suggested. Two acts — intercourse and long kisses —
predominate. Intercourse occurs 1.14 times per our, or 39% of the total coded acts.
Unmarried exceeded married intercourse by a ratio of 5:1, and one fifth of the
participants were cheating on their spouses. Homosexuality and prostitution occurs once
every two hours (Zillman, 2000, p.100). One of the effects of witnessing sex on
television is sexual arousal, the drive that energizes or intensifies sexual behavior.
Sexually oriented media, especially those that are more explicit in their representation, do
tend to arouse people sexually (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 250).

Philosophers, through the ages, have seen the idea of sexual arousal as something
more than its’ surface appearance. Indeed, it is a necessity for procreation, and it is
pleasurable. Delving into the topic more deeply, George Bataille believed it lead to the
“truth” and the “real”( as cited in LaFountain, 2000, p. 27). On the other end of the
spectrum, the Marquis de Sade advocated acting upon it freely, without any restrictions
(Frappier-Mazur, 1996, chap, 1). There has been much analysis and musing over the
topic for as long as humankind has been on earth. What effect does it have, therefore,
when it is represented by the media, particularly on the fixture within our homes, the

television?



False Economy of Our Desires 134

To a large extent, people act on their images of reality. “The more people’s
images of reality depend on the media’s symbolic environment, the greater is its social
impact” (Ball-Rokearch & DeFleur, 1976, p. 67). In a culture in which, apart from our
work activities, we spend more time watching television than anything else, we construct
much of our ideas of reality on televised images. Media images do not always show, as
Bataille values in sexual arousal, a coming together, an end to isolation, a “death of the
death of the social” (LaFountain, 2000, p. 35). One of the effects it has upon us is a
creation of “disinhibitation”, a letting go of previous restraints.

For example, erotic images may disinhibit learned behavior, such as when
watching TV’s treatment of premarital sex (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 255). If we see
that the women on Sex in the City routinely do it, then perhaps our mothers were wrong
in what they told us. If this is reinforced when we turn to channel after channel, then the
numbers seem to stack up against our preconceived idea. If image after female image is a
scantily dressed, slim body making sexual overtones, perhaps this is reality, and it’s all
right, even the norm, to wear sexy garb to work or school. In a careful reading of Ted
Bundy’s deathbed statement, before his execution for several brutal, sexual murders, he
blamed violent movies and television (Linz & Donnerstein, 1992, p. 265).

In more average society, studies have been done upon the effects of sexually
oriented media upon real life relationships. After watching scenes of attractive females
engaged in sexual activity, male subjects rated their own partners as being less physically
endowed (Weaver, Masland & Zillman, 1984, p. 251). In another study, men reported
loving their own mates less after seeing explicit sexual scenes (Kenrick, Gutierres &

Goldberg, 1989). Men who had just seen an explicit video responded more sexually in
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terms of behavior to a female interviewer than those having seen a control video
(McKenzie-Mohr & Zanna, 1990). “All these studies showed significant attitude changes
after a very limited exposure to sexual media” (Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 253).

Interpreting the works of Luce Iragaray on the female in sexual desire, Simon
Patrick Walter notes that “woman finds herself deprived of meaningful articulation. . . her
relationship to representation becomes passive, and she must content herself to with a
mimetic designation as mere mirror, reflecting the activity of male subjectivity” (Walter,
2000, p.115). Certainly, we can see this being played out in music videos and shows in
which the female is not in active control of the events, but this is not the case in programs
like Sex in the City, or even shows were women characters are considered more
attractively well-rounded, and less sexually oriented, such as in the widely popular
Friends.

Anne Becker and a team of researchers from Harvard Medical School
investigated the impact of TV images on young women in a society which previously had
no television, the Figi Islands. In 1995, there were no reported cases of self-induced
vomiting to promote weight control. Body types have been more traditionally full in Figi
than in the United States, and good appetites are considered a positive characteristic.
Three years after the introduction of television, in 1998, 11% of women reported that
they were dieting to control their weight, 69% of schoolgirls had dieted, and 74% thought
they were “too big or fat” (Dittrick, 1996, p. 1). Writing about her results in the British
Journal of Psychiatry, Becker said, “The impact of television appears especially
profound, given the longstanding cultural traditions that previously had appeared

protective against dieting, purging and body dissatisfaction in Figi” (Dittrick, 1996, p. 2).



False Economy of Our Desires 136
While the media images of women were not sexually explicit, they were slim and
attractive, thus creating a new reality for the Fiji women that contradicted their
traditional, cultural models.

Whatever media image is created, be it sexual, or create a news event, or tailor
our thoughts and emotions in how we think and feel about the world, it has a strong
impact, and a very real effect upon us. A problem occurs, however, when there is a
fusion of fantasy and reality. People take action, from the extreme of a Ted Bundy to
something with less impact like getting one’s hair cut in the same style as one of the
women on Friends. In the equation of the false economy, we don’t always get what we
want, or think that we want, from our exposure to the televised image. “The world we
construct in response . . . (to media images) ... can be at variance with reality and can
have dire consequences when actions are taken believing that such a world is reality”

(Bryant & Zillman, 1994, p. 262).
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CHAPTER VI

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

Throughout the previous chapters of this discussion, we have looked at the media
culture in the United States, and how it has influenced us in the creation of our life
scripts. The areas of advertising, cinema, television and popular culture have all had their
hand in our determining what it that we want and who we want to be. This issue is
important to us, as it explores a major influence that has much to do with the choices we
make that eventually determine the kind of life that we live, and the quality of that life.
And so it is also important to test these findings, in order to determine their validity, and

to assure that we are, indeed, making the best choices in order to live the life we desire.

1. Our Needs — What is "true?" What is "false?"

Chapter two of this discussion focused on the "how" of our needs — how we
perceive information, and how those perceptions translate into our needs and desires. In
the discussion of need and desire, an argument emerges around their being "right" or its
opposite, "false". Attributing such qualities as "right" or "good" or "true" to our needs
was done, in the half century B.C., by Plato in his assessment of the human soul. He
described a part of the soul as thumos, in which the soul will seek out what is good for
itself. This idea of the soul seeking the good is later taken on by Marcuse, who in the

20th century, defines need as "right" and "false".
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The criteria, here, is that a need is a right one because it does the soul good. Now,
does this perspective consider all the implications of "what is good for the soul?" How
does one determine this? Is it a satisfaction, a feeling of peace and a knowing
righteousness that tells us that a need is good? In contrast, if a need is false, is there a
dis-ease that is felt in us? Or does it do us some kind of mental or emotional harm?

This discussion showed that our "need" for a product or an image was really,
when delved more deeply into, an attempt to satisfy internal, human needs. These needs,
as Maslow saw them, are able to be categorized in a hierarchy of importance, ranging
from physical needs — what we need to keep our bodies alive — to needs of safety, needs
of love and belonging, to needing self-esteem, and finally achieving self-actualization.
And so, if we accept these needs as those that are integral to keeping our human selves
alive, all the way to the top of the hierarchy where we are fulfilled to our zenith, how can
it be said that any of these needs are false? If an object or an acquisition brings
satisfaction to a person, and therefore to their soul, then it is merely a means to an end. It
is a pathway, or a gateway, or a device to achieving inner satisfaction. Should it, then,
matter what that object is, and whether it is imbued with a high monetary or status value,
or not? Perhaps the manner in which needs are satisfied are not relevant. Perhaps there
is no "right" or "false" in those areas.

In her book, Fools Rush In: Steve Case, Jerry Levin and the Unmaking of
AOL/Time Warner (2004), author Nina Munk explores the downfall of former
Time/Warner CEO, Jerry Levin. She paints a picture of Levin as a man hard-driven in
his pursuit of self-actualization. Strictly through business means and not inner-directed

motivations expressed through spirituality or the arts, he was Time/Warner's "resident
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genius" who built himself up to unquestionable status within the company. At the height
of his reign, he was the leader in the disastrous decision to sell Time/Warner, a long-
standing, powerful company, to AOL, one that was described as "not being old enough to
be able to buy beer." Those who had been making money in Time/Warner were suddenly
losing thousands of dollars, with some losing millions. In his drive to fulfill his need to
be the best, Jerry Levin took a fall from which he would never professionally or
emotionally recover.

Levin experienced a previous downfall in 1997, when is son, Jonathan, a teacher
in a Bronx public high school, was brutally murdered by one of his ex-students. Levin
had described his son as being the kind of person that he, himself, had wanted to be.
Instead of pursuing the needs of power, status and wealth, Jonathans' need was to enrich
the lives of those less fortunate than himself.

After Levin fell from professional grace, he examined his life. He decided to
pursue an entirely different existence, moving across the country to California where he
and his new love, a social worker, would write New Age self-improvement books.
Looking at this shift in Levin's goals, it appears that he went from feeding his "false"
needs and into addressing the "right". As stated in Chapter III of this discourse, he lived
his earlier life chasing "pseudo-needs" in pursuit of "pseudo-fulfillment." After his
downfall, he readjusted his needs to be the "true" ones.

Was it, however, that Levin had restructured his needs? Plato and Marcuse would
have applauded his move. Could it not be, however, that Levin's needs that are being

satisfied are the same whether he is CEO of a major corporation or a New Age guru?
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Levin is, again, chasing self-actualization. Only the methods are different. He has, in
essence, found a new drug to feed his addiction.

In his attempt to search and uncover the "right" needs on which New Age readers
can feed, he gains status with them. He takes on the power to improve their lives. He
leads them to a better way. Whether it is through accumulated wealth that he rises to the
top of the pack, or through insight into making his readers better people, he still rises. He
negates Adorno's idea that we have "lost the autonomy" to be self-made individuals in
this consumer culture. He doesn't need to accumulate wealth and power. He already has
the wealth, and he has found another way that he can stay in power. If he saw his need
before his change to be false, he must accept his new need, if he is truthful to himself, to
be false, also.

Time/Warner had been one of the most powerful media and entertainment
companies in the world. If we agree with Innis's view that the predominant form of
communication of a culture can explain its' rise and downfall and the changes that take
place within it, then Levin was in a position to influence the "true" needs of millions of
people, and turn the changes of this time and civilization into one of positive growth.
What is the worth of a more improved life for a small readership of New Age followers
compared to the impact of improving a civilization? Without a doubt, he was in the
position to steer our society into becoming a great society, one in which its members live
fulfilled lives by satisfying their "right" needs. In this light, his turn to author New Age
books is selfish, and certainly on a small level. It rings of being false.

Perhaps our lives, like the times of our lives, go through a series of folding and

into other unfoldings. Perhaps we make choices that are polar opposites during different
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times. But then, perhaps there is no "true" or "false" needs to be fulfilled, as in the case
of Jerry Levin. Perhaps they cannot be classified as one or the other.

In his film, Pourquoi, Isreal? (1972), Claude Lanzmann makes a case for the
creation of the state of Isreal, post the holocaust of World War II. Jews were being
persecuted throughout the world, and had a need of a land of their own. This same need
is echoed by Zionists sixty years later, but it is not only persecuted Jews that lay claim to
the land, now. In fulfillment of this stated need, upper echelon Jews from countries that
encourage religious freedom have made Isreal their new home. Certainly, the need to
worship as one pleases, free from persecution, can only be called a "right" one, if it is
classified. But as in the case of ex-CEO Levin, motivation is an important factor.

Levin's motivation in relocating his life in California and pursuing drastically
different goals was to live a more authentic and valued life. The same holds true for
those Jews who have been living freely and practicing their religion. Obviously, these
motivations are right. They are all on the side of good. The motivation of both parties in
discussion, however, have been subject to a flux, a changing, that time brings to needs
and desires.

Levin, after pursuing the goal to achieve his best, to come out on top as the alpha
figure, found himself emotionally and spiritually bankrupt. The same happened to the
Jews. Now, the result of the changes they have made in their lives will sometimes,
perhaps often times, appear to be authentic and ethical. But, as stated, motivation is what
counts, and what motivated both these parties is a need to escape our media influenced
consumer culture. Over time lived within the environment of that culture, they found that

their needs changed. Levin was following a previously dictated script of what a



False Economy of Our Desires 142
successful male should be, and the Jews found themselves hungry for a more spiritually
oriented life. But what they both find in their new lives is that they, again, become
acculturated into another life with pre-set parameters, with pre-set rules and definitions.
They have traded one, defined and limited existence for another. Whether their needs
have been "true" or "false" makes no difference because, over time, they change, and will
change again. Perhaps one day, Levin will find a need to be a top business tycoon, once
more. Perhaps these Jews will leave Isreal for the high life in their original land. Others
have turned their lives around in this manner. The "right" or "falseness" of our needs
intertwine with each other in the ebb and flow of the river of time. They are never static,
always changing. Because of this, they elude being classified with value judgments such
as "right" or "false."

Perhaps there are other reasons, far removed from our choice in the feeding of
our needs that negate a value judgment upon them. Perhaps it is a question of biology.

In the third chapter of this dissertation, we examined the difference in the male
and female human brain. We examined the role of brain chemistry, as with the
relationship of status within the world of the Vervet monkey and their levels of brain
serotonin.

If, in the case of the physiology of the brain, we are "hard wired" to see things in
our gender-oriented way, can our needs then be classified as "right" and "false" if we
simply, have no choice? If ever a script was laid down for us, it is our biology.

We have no control over the physical make-up of the brain, and so, if we purchase
a brand of beer because it tells our brain, "sex!", then it is simply, not a false need. Itis a

need we have no control over. As Maslow diagramed a hierarchy of these needs, they
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must be met. It is not our needs that are false. Sometimes, it is the pay-off that is. But,
in the case where we feel we have somehow gotten a piece of our need met by our
association with the sexy model in the advertisement, then we have had, at least, a part of
our need fulfilled. And since, we discovered in this discourse, that the brain is more in
contact with itself than anything else, our associations are as "true" as we subjectively
make them.

If our needs are regulated by body chemistry, as in the case of the Vervet
monkeys, then we are subject to those needs. In the monkeys, their need for power and
status was found to be change according to a change in their serotonin levels. Needs, in
this example, are not subject to any intrinsic area of their being beside the brain. They
have nothing to do with a soul. Status and power are acquired with an increase in the
serotonin.

Could it not be, then, that our leaders, those in all areas of society, in a quest to
fulfill their own needs of self-esteem and self-actualization, are simply responding to the
chemistry level of their brains? If their stated goal is to bring society to a better life, to
cure disease, to create great art, perhaps their needs are not "true" no matter how much
good is accomplished. Understanding the drive to satisfy their needs, according to
biology, means that they are simply responding to chemical levels of the brain. In this
case, there can be no value judgments.

On the opposite end of this argument, if someone rapes, tortures, or murders
another because they feel a need to rise in status, and this is related to a lack of serotonin
in their brain, does it not classify their need as "false", and heading in the far direction of

evil? Is that perpetrator responsible for their actions, or are they a slave to their brain
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chemistry? Do we really have a choice in responding in a biological way? If these
reactions are out of our control, there can be no question of right or wrong when it comes
to judging the one who is satisfying a need. Their actions, and the effects it has upon
others might be judged, but the need itself is out of the realm of "right" or "false."

Closely linked to our needs come our desires. What is it, exactly, that delineates
the division between the two? As noted, Maslow classified needs as those that keep the
body alive, up to self actualization of the person. Obviously, for a person to live, their
physiological needs must be met. It is a need, if the body is not to die, to remain safe.
This defines the primary two needs of Maslow that maintain the life of the body. But
after that come the need of love and belonging, of self-esteem and self-actualization. Are
these needs? Will the body still live if these are not met? Of course it will. We will use
this criteria as our decisive point between what is classified as a need, and what is

classified as desire, or a want.

2. Are Our Chosen Desires Worthwhile and Valid?

This discourse has explored the role of our desires within the environment of a
media influenced consumer culture. What was found was that this culture industry
encourages a commonality of personality and discourages individuality among the
members of its society. What gives meaning to the lives of this society are commodities,
things that can be purchased or acquired. These commodities often result in
dissatisfaction, as it is inner fulfillment that we are essentially seeking, and not the object,

itself. These desired commodities are held out to us, like bait, by the culture industry.
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Lowenthal likened our current society with a society held under terror, in which
the goal is to simply survive. Adorno said that we had lost any autonomy to be
individuals in this culture. Marcuse described this condition as "institutionalized
desublimation" (1964, p. 74). These are all strong judgments of our society. And if these
judgments were accurately represented, then our needs would leave the parameters of
what it takes to keep the body alive, and go into the higher needs that we have classified
as desires. So, might they truly be needs? Even if the body does not die, will the spirit,
the psyche die, leaving the person inside the body, in a sense, dead? Can we survive a
starvation of those higher needs? And is it truly a starvation? Perhaps we have more of a
choice than we have led ourselves to believe.

The climate of fear that we supposedly live under is not a fear of annihilation, like
it was for the Jews in Nazi Germany. It is not a fear of sickness, or famine, or disaster. If
our society does immerse us in an ambience of fear, what is it a fear of? According to the
previous findings of this discourse, it seems that it is a fear of not having the right
clothes, or car, or look, or some other trivial possession. Compared to the former, it
carries little weight.

When Lower Manhattan came under attack on September 11, 2001, there was no
question as to the delineation between what was needed at the time, and what was
desired. Any need more sophisticated than that of safety was not even considered. The
climate was, more than not having all the "right" things, truly a climate of fear. So, the
important questions are: Do we need to have our very lives in jeopardy in order to
accurately judge the importance of our desires? Why must we see things under such

extreme conditions in order to see them for their real importance? All those commodities
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that produced such insecurities in us, keeping us enslaved in this climate of terror, mean
nothing when it comes to what our essential needs and desires are — the desire to simply
be alive.

In our earlier discussion of the tools that the consumer industry uses, tools like
drenching us with a message, priming us so that we will believe it or using emotion to
trigger our own positive associations with a product, it seems as if we are puppets, pulled
by the industry's strings, and we have no conscious choice. What makes us so powerless
in the presence of their machinations? Have we become a society of narcissists
dependent on outside validation that keeps filling our bottomless well of insecurity?

No one, it seems, has taken away our choice. We don't essentially need the
commodities, but we have come to desire them. We have lived our entire lives in a
climate such as this, and so, perhaps we don't see that we really do still have choices in
these matters. But beyond our physical and safety needs, we've found that ignoring the
others won't kill us.

Animals that live in the wild only pay attention to those basic needs necessary to
sustain their lives. In general, they play, eat, sleep and propagate their species. They are
not as highly developed as humans in the intellectual arena, but perhaps that is not a
completely negative aspect to their existence. While they cannot contribute to the
betterment of their worlds by inventing things or finding the cure for diseases, they can
contribute to the betterment of ours by example.

No animal has yet acquired any object foreign to his environment to make him

feel better about himself. He will vie for status, but that will be done by physical means
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of domination. Having a bigger hut or a new fin adornment or a bi-level nest means
nothing to him. His biggest motivators are food, safety and sex. He desires little else.

His biggest problems happen when mankind steps in. When horses run in wild
herds, their desire is that — to run. When they are rounded up and broken of their wild
nature, they become docile and compliant, and become much more the puppet of man
than any man becomes of a culture. Man always has a choice. Animals do not.

Even under the physical confines of a farm or a stable or even in domestication,
an animal's desire does not progress from one that is pure and direct to its' object to one
that attaches projections upon the object and imbues it with value other than its' own.
They do not satisfy some internal need by acquiring something. To them, a carrot is a
carrot is a carrot.

Imagine a human being living their life of desire like that of the animals. They
would take most care to satisfy their basic needs, to keep their stomachs full and their
shelters warm and dry. They would like to maintain that state by living outside of any
threat to that existence. And that's it. Any fulfillment of love and belonging, of self-
esteem and self-actualization would happen naturally, and not from any outside
commodities. There would be no constant state of insecurity because there would be no
constant state of a lack of something. They would actually be more secure and more
actualized from a fundamental level. They might even feel happy. As Albert Camus
notes, "Man is the only creature that refuses to be what he is" (19 , p. ).

Earlier in this discourse it was shown how our desires are exploited by holding up
to us idealized versions of ourselves. This is done in advertising with the representation

of deliriously happy, beautifully airbrushed models with perfect bodies and perfect faces.
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In the cinema, we find ourselves miserably compared to the stars, but without the benefit
of personal trainers and chefs, make up and hair artists and a cinematographer who
knows how to light us so that our best features shine. The premise is that we compare
ourselves to these images and find that we come up lacking.

Is it not possible to reject this premise and accept another one? What if we
change our perspective and do not perceive a lack between our own image and the image
in the ad or the screen? If we do not react with insecurity, or from the viewpoint that the
image has to do with it's relation to me, then we can derive a benefit from these idealized
models. We can we them as ideal images to strive to be like and better our own.

How would one know how aesthetically attractive one could be without a model
to base this on? Movie stars have traditionally been trend setters in style and fashion. Is
it not a benefit to us to have them show us the way? If we are always seeking our ideal
self, or our ideal image, in the Lacanian sense, then these celebrities are doing us a favor
by personifying that ideal, if only on the surface. In our consumer culture, it is us that
make the choice to consume more, accounting for this obese nation. What if we decided
that the majority image should be our guideline for our body image? Not only would we
be an unattractive lot, but the health problems associated with obesity would lessen the
quality of our lives or even shorten them, in some cases.

The advertisers, the media producers and their publicity machines may dangle our
desires in front of us, but it is our choice to pursue them or not. We don't have to keep
consuming or acquiring or chasing more and more of what they have to sell. This, of
course, would take a grounded sense of self on our part. We would have to look into

Narcissus' pond, or our mirrors, and see something not quite ideal, but good enough. The
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reflection we see would have room for improvement, and we would know that, but we

would improve it to suit us, and not the consumer culture that keeps us wanting more.

3. Is the Economy We Engage in Fair?

What is it that we exchange in our consumer culture? What is it of ours that we
give for the goods? And what is it that we receive in return? Is it as it seems, or a
representation for something else? And if it is, are we aware of it?

The obvious item on our side of the exchange is money. It is the currency used in
our capitalistic society. This discourse has noted how hard and how many long hours we
work in order to purchase the goods hawked by the culture industry. And so, if we are
the responsible party for acquiring that money, we are actually exchanging long hours
devoted to the drudgery of working for someone else's benefit.

The less obvious item in our part of the exchange is not as material. We offer
hope and belief that the object acquired in the exchange will provide us with our expected
desires. We would like to think that what we give away is met with an equally valuable
product.

We are responsible for the hopes and beliefs that are initiated in our half of the
exchange. Yes, they are subject to influence, but we are ultimately responsible for them.
And if it is our responsibility, then it is up to us to make sure that we are not creating
fantastical hopes, and not those ungrounded in reality. If an advertiser tells us that for
$14.95, we can obtain a 30-day supply of fat blocking pills that will enable us to eat

anything we want and still lose weight, who is the erroneous party in the exchange?
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Perhaps the advertiser is banking on the hope that these pills will cause such indigestion
that we will not want to eat anything, and therefore, lose the weight. Whatever their
tactic, if we invest our own beliefs with the fantastical, as we intellectually know that this
advertisers claim is bogus, then we are the ones exchanging a fantasy, not a reality. If we
ask that our desired product be true and real, then what we exchange must be, also. The
idea then arises as to whether we need the fantasy — the lies — as Nietzsche said, or if we
can face the real. If we want to get real, we have to give it, or else we are the ones
violating the economy.

Let us face reality, now, and look at ourselves and where we stand in our culture,
today. Perhaps we have gone far beyond being able to recognize the real. Perhaps we
have invested the fantastical image with a perceived reality for so long of a time that we
cannot differentiate between them any more. If this is the case, then it would be fruitless
in trying to ground our economy in reality when we do not have that in our bank of
currency.

What would happen if we embrace the consumer culture world of fantasy goods
and accepted it as our reality? Perhaps this kind of exchange is more real in the
contemporary society that we have created. If we fantasize that a face moisturizer will
make us look ten years younger, overnight, and when we look in the mirror after using it
we see a remarkable difference in our appearance, then have we not had an honest and
fair exchange, if only in the realm of the fantastical? It is more real to conduct our
business within the parameters of the environment in which it takes place. It also allows

the economy to work.



