Television as
a Cultural Forum

HORACE NEWCOMB and PAUL M. HIRSCH

A cultural basis for the analysis and criticism of television is, for us, the bridge
between a concern for television as a communications medium, central to
contemporary society, and television as aesthetic object, the expressive
medium that, through its storytelling functions, unites and examines a cul-
ture. The shortcomings of each of these approaches taken alone are manifold.

The first is based primarily in a concern for understanding specific mes-
sages that may have specific effects, and grounds its analysis in “communi-
cation” narrowly defined. Complexities of image, style, resonance, narrativ-
ity, history, metaphor, and so on are reduced in favor of that content that
can be more precisely, some say more objectively, described. The content
categories are not allowed to emerge from the text, as is the case in natu-
ralistic observation and in textual analysis. Rather they are predefined in
order to be measured more easily. The incidence of certain content cate-
gories may be cited as significant, or their “effects” more clearly correlated
- with some behavior. This concern for measuring is, of course, the result of
conceiving television in one way rather than another, as “communication”
rather than as “art.”

The narrowest versions of this form of analysis need not concern us
here. It is to the best versions that we must look, to those that do admit
to a range of aesthetic expression and something of a variety of reception.
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Even when we examine these closely, however, we see that they often assume
a monolithic “meaning” in television content. The concern is for “domi-
nant” messages embedded in the pleasant disguise of fictional entertain-
ment, and the concern of the researcher is often that the control of these
messages is, more than anything else, a complex sort of political control.
The critique that emerges, then, is consciously or unconsciously a critique
of the society that is transmitting and maintaining the dominant ideology
with the assistance, again conscious or unconscious, of those who control
communications technologies and businesses. (Ironically, this perspective
does not depend on political perspective or persuasion. It is held by groups
on the “right” who see American values being subverted, as well as by those
on the “left” who see American values being imposed.)

Such a position assumes that the audience shares or “gets” the same mes-
sages and their meanings as the researcher finds. At times, like the literary
critic, the researcher assumes this on the basis of superior insight, technique,
or sensibility. In a more “scientific” manner the researcher may seek to estab-
lish a correlation between the discovered messages and the understanding of
the audience. Rarely, however, does the message analyst allow for the possi-
bility that the audience, while sharing this one meaning, may create many oth-
ers that have not been examined, asked about, or controlled for.

The television “critic” on the other hand, often basing his work on the
analysis of literature or film, succeeds in calling attention to the distinctive
qualities of the medium, to the special nature of television fiction. But this
approach all too often ignores important questions of production and recep-
tion. Intent on correcting what it takes to be a skewed interest in such mat-
ters, it often avoids the “business” of television and its “technology.” These
critics, much like their counterparts in the social sciences, usually assume
that viewers should understand programs in the way the critic does, or that
the andience is incapable of properly evaluating the entertaining work and
should accept the critic’s superior judgment.

The differences between the two views of what television is and does
rest, in part, on the now familiar distinction between transportation and rit-
ual views of communication processes. The social scientific, or communica-
tion theory model outlined above (and we do not claim that it is an exhaus-
tive description) rests most thoroughly on the transportation view. As
articulated by James Carey, this model holds that communication. is a
“process of transmitting messages at a distance for the purpose of control.
The archetypal case of communication then is persuasion, attitude change,
behavior modification, socialization through the transmission of informa-
tion, influence, or conditioning.™

The more “literary” or “aesthetically based” approach leans toward, but
hardly comes to terms with, ritual models of communication. As put by
Carey, the ritual view sees communication “not directed toward the exten-
sion of messages in space but the maintenance of society in time; not the
act of imparting information but the representation of shared beliefs.”?

Carey also cuts through the middle of these definitions with a more suc-
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cinct one of his own: “Communication is a symbolic process whereby reality
is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed.”3 It is in the attempt to
amplify this basic observation that we present a cultural basis for the analysis
of television. We hardly suggest that such an approach is entirely new, or that
others are unaware of or do not share many of our assumptions. On the con-
trary, we find a growing awareness in many disciplines of the nature of sym-
bolic thought, communication, and action, and we see attempts to under-
stand television emerging rapidly from this body of shared concerns.*

Our own model for television is grounded in an examination of the cultural
role of entertainment and parallels this with a close analysis of television pro-
gram content in all its various textual levels and forms. We focus on the col-
lective, cultural view of the social construction and negotiation of reality,
on the creation of what Carey refers to as “public thought.”5 It is not dif-
ficult to sce television as central to this process of public thinking. As Hirsch
has pointed out, it is now our national medium, replacing those media—
film, radio, picture magazines, newspapers—that once served a similar func-
tion. Those who create for such media are, in the words of anthropologist
Marshall Sahlins, “hucksters of the symbol.”” They are cultural &ricoleurs,
seeking and creating new meaning in the combination of cultural elements
with embedded significance. They respond to real events, changes in social
structure and organization, and to shifts in attitude and value. They also
respond to technological shift, the coming of cable or the use of videotape
recorders. We think it is clear that the television producer should be added
to Sahlins’s list of “hucksters.” They work in precisely the manner he
describes, as do television writers and, to a lesser extent, directors and actors.
So too do programmers and network executives who must make decisions
about the programs they purchase, develop, and air. At each step of this
complicated process they function as cultural interpreters.

Similar notions have often been outlined by scholars of popular culture -
focusing on the formal characteristics of popular entertainment.® To those
insights cultural theory adds the possibility of matching formal analysis with
cultural and social practice. The best theoretical explanation for this link is
suggested to us in the continuing work of anthropologist Victor Turner.
This work focuses on cultural ritual and reminds us that ritual must be seen
as process rather than as product, a notion not often applied to the study
of television, yet crucial to an adequate understanding of the medium.

Specifically we make use of one aspect of Turner’s analysis, his view of
the liminal stage of the ritual process. This is the “inbetween” stage, when
one is neither totally in nor out of society. It is a stage of license, when rules
may be broken or bent, when roles may be reversed, when categories may
be overturned. Its essence, suggests Turner,

is to be found in its release from normal constraints, making possible the
deconstruction of the “uninteresting” constructions of common sense, the
“meaningfulness of ordinary life,” . . . into cultural units which may then
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be reconstructed in novel ways, some of them bizarre to the point of mon-
strosity. . . . Liminality is the domain of the “interesting” or of “uncom-
mon sense.”

Turner does not limit this observation to traditional societies engaged in
the practice of ritual. He also applies his views to postindustrial, complex
societies. In doing so he finds the liminal domain in the arts—all of them.!0
“The dismemberment of ritual has . . . provided the opportunity of theatre
in the high culture and carnival at the folk level. A multiplicity of desacral-
ized performative genres have assumed, prismatically, the task of plural cul-
tural reflexivity.”!! In short, contemporary cultures examine themselves
through their arts, much as traditional societies do via the experience of rit-
ual. Ritual and the arts offer a metalanguage, a way of understanding who
and what we are, how values and attitudes are adjusted, how meaning shifts.

In contributing to this process, particularly in American society, where
its role is central, television fulfills what Fiske and Hartley refer to as the
“bardic function” of contemporary societies.!? In its role as central cultural
medium it presents a multiplicity of meanings rather than a monolithic dom-
inant point of view. It often focuses on our most prevalent concerns, our
deepest dilemmas. Our most traditional views, those that are repressive and
reactionary, as well as those that are subversive and emancipatory, are upheld,
examined, maintained, and transformed. The emphasis is on process rather
than product, on discussion rather than indoctrination, on contradiction and
confusion rather than coherence. It is with this view that we turn to an
analysis of the texts of television that demonstrates and supports the con-
ception of television as a cultural forum.

This new perspective requires that we revise some of our notions regarding
television analysis, criticism, and research. The function of the creator as
bricolenr, taken from Sahlins, is again indicated and clarified. The focus on
“uncommon sense,” on the freedom afforded by the idea. of television as a
liminal realm helps us to understand the reliance on and interest in forms,
plots, and character types that are not at all familiar in our lived experience.
The skewed demography of the world of television is not quite so bizarre
and repressive once we admit that it is the realm in which we allow our
monsters to come out and play, our dreams to be wrought into pictures,
our fantasies transformed into plot structures. Cowboys, detectives, bionic
men, and great green hulks; fatherly physicians, glamorous female detec-
tives, and tightly knit families living out the pain of the Great Depression;
all these become part of the dramatic logic of public thought.

Shows such as Fantasy Island and Love Boat, difficult to account for
within traditional critical systems. except as examples of trivia and romance,
are easily understood. Islands and boats are among the most fitting liminal
metaphors, as Homer, Bacon, Shakespeare, and Melville, among others, have
recognized. So, too, are the worlds of the Western and the detective story.
With this view we can see the “bizarre” world of situation comedy as a
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means of deconstructing the world of “common sense” in which all, or
most, of us live and work. It also enables us to explain such strange phe-
nomena as game shows and late night talk fests. In short, almost any ver-
sion of the television text functions as a forum in which important cultural
topics may be considered. We illustrate this not with a contemporary pro-
gram where problems almost always appear on the surface of the show, but
with an episode of Father Knows Best from the early 1960s. We begin by
noting that FKB is often cited as an innocuous series, constructed around
unstinting paeans to American middle-class virtues and blissfully ignorant
of social conflict. In short, it is precisely the sort of television program that
reproduces dominant ideology by lulling its audience into a dream world
where the status quo is the only status.

In the episode in question Betty Anderson, the older daughter in the
family, breaks a great many rules by deciding that she will become an engi-
neer. Over great protest, she is given an internship with a surveying crew
as part of a high school “career education” program. But the head of the
surveying crew, a young college student, drives her away with taunts and
insensitivity. She walks off the job on the first day. Later in the week the
young man comes to the Anderson home where Jim Anderson chides him
with fatherly anger. The young man apologizes and Betty, overhearing him
from the other room, runs upstairs, changes clothes, and comes down. The
show ends with their flirtation underway.

Traditional ideological criticism, conducted from the communications
or the textual analysis perspective, would remark on the way in which social
conflict is ultimately subordinated in this dramatic structure to the personal,
the emotional. Commentary would focus on the way in which the ques-
tioning of the role structure is shifted away from the world of work to the
domestic arena. The emphasis would be on the conclusion of the episode
in which Betty’s real problem of identity and sex-role, and society’s prob-
lem of sex-role discrimination, is bound by a more traditional conflict and
thereby defused, contained, and redirected. Such a reading is possible,
indeed accurate.

We would point out, however, that our emotional sympathy is with
Betty throughout this episode. Nowhere does the text instruct the viewer
that her concerns are unnatural, no matter how unnaturally they may be
framed by other members of the cast. Every argument that can be made for
a strong feminist perspective is condensed into the brief, half-hour presen-
tation. The concept of the cultural forum, then, offers a different interpre-
tation. . We suggest that in popular culture generally, in television specifi-
cally, the raising of questions is as important as the answering of them. That
is, it is equally important .that an audience be introduced to the problems
surrounding sex-role discrimination as it is to conclude the episode in a tra-
ditional manner. Indeed, it would be startling to think that mainstream texts
in mass society would overtly challenge dominant ideas. But this hardly pre-
vents the oppositional ideas from appearing. Put another way, we argue that
television does not present firm ideological conclusions—despite its formal
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conclusions—so much as it comments on ideological problems. The conflicts
we see in television drama, embedded in familiar and nonthreatening frames,
are conflicts ongoing in American social experience and cultural history. In
a few cases we might see strong perspectives that argue for the absolute cor-
rectness of one point of view or another. But for the most part the rheto-
ric of television drama is a rhetoric of discussion. Shows such as Al in the
Fawmily, or The Defenders, or Guunsmoke, which raise the forum/discussion
to an intense and obvious level, often make best use of the medium and
become highly successful. We see statements abont the issues and it should
be clear that ideological positions can be balanced within the forum by oth-
ers from a different perspective.

We recognize, of course, that this variety works for the most part within
the limits of American monopoly-capitalism and within the range of Amer-
ican pluralism. It is an effective pluralistic forum only insofar as American
political pluralism is or can be.!® We also note, however, that one of the
‘primary functions of the popular culture forum, the television forum, is to
monitor the limits and the effectiveness of this pluralism, perhaps the only
“public” forum in which this role is performed. As content shifts and attracts
the attention of groups and individuals, criticism and reform can be initi-
ated. We will have more to say on this topic shortly.

Our intention here is hardly to argue for the richness of Father Knows
Best as a television text or as social commentary. Indeed, in our view, any
emphasis on individual episodes, series, or even genres, misses the central
point of the forum concept. While each of these units can and does present
its audiences with incredibly mixed ideas, it is television as a whole system
that presents a mass audience with the range -and variety of ideas and ide-
ologies inherent in American culture. In order to fully understand the role
of television in that culture, we must examine a variety of analytical foci and,
finally, see them as parts of a greater whole.

We can, for instance, concentrate on a single episode of television con-
tent, as we have done in our example. In our view most television shows
offer something of this range of complexity. Not every one of them treats
social problems of such immediacy, but submerged in any episode are
assumptions about who and what we are. Conflicting viewpoints of social
issues are, in fact, the elements that structure most television programs.

At the series level this complexity is heightened. In spite of notions to
the contrary, most television shows do change over time. Stanley Cavell has
recently suggested that this serial nature of television is perhaps its defining
characteristic.!# By contrast we see that feature only as a primary aspect of

the rhetoric of television, one that shifts- meaning and shades ideology as
series develop. Even a series such as The Brady Bunch dealt with ever more
complex issues merely because the children, on whom the show focused,
grew older. In other cases, shows such as The Waltons shifted in content
and meaning because they represented shifts in historical time. As the series
moved out of the period of the Great Depression, through World War II,
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and into the postwar period, its tone and emphasis shifted too. In some
cases, of course, this sort of change is structured into the show from the
beginning, even when the appearance is that of static, undeveloping nature.
In All in the Family the possibility of change and Archie’s resistance to it
form the central dramatic problem and offer the central opportunity for dra-
matic richness, a richness that has developed over many years until the char-
acter we now see bears little resemblance to the one we meét in the begin-
ning. This is also true of M*A*S*H, although there the structured conflicts
have more to do with framing than with character development. In
M*A*S*H we are caught in an anti-war rhetoric that cannot end a war. A
truly radical alternative, a desertion or an insurrection, would end the series.
But it would also end the “discussion” of this issue. We remain trapped
like American culture in its historical reality, with a dream and the rhctorié
of peace and with a bitter experience that denies them.

' The model of the forum extends beyond the use of the series with atten-
tion to genre. One tendency of genre studies has been to focus on similar-
it.ics within forms, to indicate the ways in which all Westerns, situation come-
dies, detective shows, and so on are alike. Clearly, however, it is in the
economic interests of producers to build on audience familiarity with generic
patterns and instill novelty into those generically based presentations. Truly
innovative forms that use the generic base as a foundation are likely to be
among the more successful shows. This also means that the shows, despite
generic similarity, will carry individual rhetorical slants. As a result, while
shows like M*A*S*H, The Mary Tyler Moove Show, and All in the Family
may all treat similar issues, those issues will have different meanings because
of the variations in character, tone, history, style, and so on, despite a gen-
eral “liberal” tone. Other shows, minus that tone, will clash in varying
degrees. The notion that they are all, in some sense, “situation comedies”
does not adequately explain the treatment of ideas within them.

This hardly diminishes the strength of generic variation as yet another
version of differences within the forum. The rhetoric of the soap opera pat-
tern is different from that of the situation comedy and that of the detective
show. Thus, when similar topics are treated within different generic frames
another level of “discussion” is at work.

N It is for this reason that we find it important to examine strips of tele-
vision programming, “flow” as Raymond Williams refers to it.!5 Within these
flow s!:rips we may find opposing ideas abutting one another. We may find
opposing treatments of the same ideas. And we will certainly find a view-
ing behavior that is more akin to actual experience than that found when
concentrating on the individual show, the series, or the genre. The forum
n.u?del, then, has led us into a new exploration of the definition of the tele-
vision text. We are now examining the “viewing strip” as a potential text
and are discovering that in the range of options offered by any given
evening’s television, the forum is indeed a more accurate model of what
goes on within television than any other that we know of. By taping entire
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weeks of television content, and tracing various potential strips in the body
of that week, we can construct a huge range of potential “texts” that may
have been seen by individual viewers.

Each level of text—the strip as text, the television week, the television
day—is compounded yet again by the history of the rncdiu.m. O_ur hypoth-
esis is that we might track the history of America’s social d1scus.s%ons of ic
past three decades by examining the multiple rhetorics of tc.lc‘v151on during
that period. Given the problematic state of television arch'lvmg, a careful
study of that hypothesis presents an enormous difficulty. It is, nevertheless,
an exciting prospect.

Clearly, our emphasis is on the treatment of issues, on rhctoFiF. We recog-
nize the validity of analytical structures that emphasize television’s SkC\.?VC.d
demographic patterns, its particular social aberrations, or other “un.reahstlc
distortions” of the world of experience. But we also recognize that in order
to make sense of those structures and patterns researchers return again and
again to the “meaning” of that television world, to the processes and prob-
lems of interpretation. In our view this practice is hardly lumte.d to those
of us who study television. It is also open to audiences who view it each
evening and.to professionals who create for the medium. ‘

The goal of every producer is to create the difference that makes a dif-
ference, to maintain an audience with sufficient reference to t'hc l(noyvn and
recognized, but to move ahead into something that distinguishes his show
for the program buyer, the scheduler, and most importantly, for the mass
audience. As recent work by Newcomb and Alley shows,'6 the goal of many
producers, the most successful and powerful ones, is also to i.ncludc. per-
sonal ideas in their work, to use television as all artists use their media, as

“means of personal expression. Given this goal it is possible to examine the
work of individual producers as other units of analysis and to compare the
work of different producers as expressions within the forum. We need onl‘y
think of the work of Quinn Martin and Jack Webb, or to contrast their
work with that of Norman Lear or Gary Marshall, to recognize the indi-
viduality at work within television making. Choices by producers to wor.k
in certain generic forms, to express certain political, moral, and ethical atti-
tudes, to explore certain sociocultural topics, all affect the nature of the LIlFl-
mate “flow text” of television seen by viewers and assure a range of varia-
tions within that text.

The existence of this variation is borne out by varying responses among
those who view television. A degree of this variance occurs among profes-
sional television critics who like and dislike shows for different reasons. But
because television critics, certainly in American journalistic situations, are
more alike than different in many ways, a more important indicator of t!w
range of responses is that found among “ordinary” vie.wers, or the dis-
agreements implied by audience acceptance and enthusiasm ‘for program
material soundly disavowed by professional critics. Work by Hlmrplewcxt in
England!” and Neuman in America'® indicates that individual viewers do
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function as “critics,” do make important distinctions, and are able, under
certain circumstances, to articulate the bases for their judgments. While this
work is just beginning, it is still possible to suggest from anecdotal evidence
that people agree and disagree with television for a variety of reasons. They
find in television texts representations of and challenges to their own ideas,
and must somehow come to terms with what is there.

If disagreements cut too deeply into the value structure of the individ-
ual, if television threatens the sense of cultural security, the individual may
take steps to engage the medium at the level of personal action. Most often
this occurs in the form of letters to the network or to local stations, and
again, the pattern is not new to television. It has occurred with every other
mass medium in modern industrial society.

Nor is it merely the formation of groups or the expression of personal
points of view that indicates the working of a forum. It is the range of
response, the directly contradictory readings of the medium, that cue us to
its multiple meanings. Groups may object to the same programs, for exam-
ple, for entirely opposing reasons. In Charlie’s Angels feminists may find yet
another example of sexist repression, while fundamentalist religious groups
may find examples of moral decay expressed in the sexual freedom, the per-
sonal appearance, or the “unfeminine” behavior of the protagonists. Other
viewers doubtless find the expression of meaningful liberation of women.
At this level, the point is hardly that one group is “right” and another
“wrong,” much less that one is “right” while the other is “left.” Individu-
als and groups are, for many reasons, involved in making their own mean-
ings from the television text.

This variation in interpretive strategies can be related to suggestions
made by Stuart Hall in his influential essay, “Encoding and Decoding in
the Television Discourse.”'? There he suggests three basic modes of inter-
pretation, corresponding to the interpreter’s political stance within the social
structure. The interpretation may be “dominant,” accepting the prevailing
ideological structure. It may be “oppositional,” rejecting the basic aspects
of the structure. Or it may be “negotiated,” creating a sort of personal syn-
thesis. As later work by some of Hall’s colleagues suggests, however, it
quickly becomes necessary to expand the range of possible interpretations.20
Following these suggestions to a radical extreme it might be possible to
argue that every individual interpretation of television content could, in some
way, be “different.” Clearly, however, communication is dependent on a
greater degree of shared meanings, and expressions of populai entertain-
ment are perhaps even more dependent on the shared level than many other
forms of discourse. Our concern then is for the ways in which interpreta-
tion is negotiated in society. Special interest groups that focus, at times, on
television provide us with readily available resources for the study of inter-

" pretive practices.

We see these groups as representative of metaphoric “fault lines” in
American society. Television is the terrain in which the faults are expressed
and worked out. In studying the groups, their rhetoric, the issues on which
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they focus, their tactics, their forms of organization, we hope to demon-
strate that the idea of the “forum” is more than a metaphor in its own right.
In forming special interest groups, or in using such groups to speak about
television, citizens actually enter the forum. Television shoves them toward
action, toward expression of ideas and values. At this level the model of
“television as a cultural forum” enables us to examine “the sociology of
interpretation.” -

Here much attention needs to be given to the historical aspects of this
form of activity. How has the definition of issnes changed over time? How
has that change correlated with change in the television texts? These are
important questions which, while difficult to study, are crucial to a full under-
standing of the role of television in culture. It is primarily through this sort
of study that we will be able to define much more precisely the limits of the
forum, for groups form monitoring devices that alert us to shortcomings
not only in the world of television representation, but to the world of polit-
ical experience as well. We know, for example, that because of heightened
concern on the part of special interest groups, and responses from the cre-
ative and institutional communities of television industries, the “fictional”
population of black citizens now roughly equals that of the actual popula-
tion. Regardless of whether such a match is “good” or “necessary,” regard-
less of the nature of the depiction of blacks on television, this indicates that
the forum extends beyond the screen. The issue of violence, also deserving
close study, is more mixed, varying from year to year. The influence of
groups, of individuals, of studies, of the terrible consequences of murder
and assassination, however, cannot be denied. Television does not exist in
a realm of its own, cut off from the influence of citizens. Our aim is to-dis-

cover, as precisely as possible, the ways in which the varied worlds interact.

Throughout this kind of analysis, then, it is necessary to cite a range of
varied responses to the texts of television. Using the viewing “strip” as the
appropriate text of television, and recognizing that it is filled with varied

topics and approaches to those topics, we begin to think of the television

viewer as a bricolenr who matches the creator in the making of meanings.
Bringing values and attitudes, a universe of personal experiences and con-
cerns, to the texts, the viewer selects, examines, acknowledges, and makes
texts of his or her own.?! If we conceive of special interest groups as rep-
resentatives of patterns of cultural attitude and response, we have a potent
source of study.

On the production end of this process, in addition to the work of indi-
vidual producers, we must examine the role of network executives who must
purchase and program television content. They, too, are cultural interpreters,
intent on “reading” the culture through its relation to the “market.” Exec-
utives who head and staff the internal censor agencies of each network, the
offices of Broadcast Standards or Standards and Practices, are in a similar
position. Perhaps as much as any individual or group they present us with
a source of rich material for analysis. They are actively engaged in gauging
cultural values. Their own research, the assumptions and the findings, needs
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to ‘be re-analyzed for cultural implications, as does the work of the pro-
grammers. In determining who is doing what, with whom, at what times,
they are interpreting social behavior in America and assigning it meaning,
They are using television as a cultural litmus that can be applied in defin-
ing such problematic concepts as “childhood,” “family,” “maturity,” and
“appropriate.” With the Standards and Practices offices, they interpret and
define the permissible and the “normal.” But their interpretations of behav-
ior open to us as many questions as answers, and an appropriate overview,
a new model of television is necessary in order to best understand their work
and ours.

This new model of “television as a cultural forum” fits the experience of
television more accurately than others we have seen applied. Our assump-
tion is that it opens a range of new questions and calls for re-analysis of
older findings from both the textual-critical approach and the mass com-
munications research perspective. Ultimately the new modet is a simple one.
It recognizes the range of interpretation of television content that is now
admitted even by those analysts most concerned with television’s presenta-
tion and maintenance of dominant ideological messages and meanings. But
it differs from those perspectives because it does not see this as surprising
or unusual. For the most part, that is what central storytelling systems do
in all societies. We are far more concerned with the ways in which televi-
sion contributes to change than with mapping the obvious ways in which
it maintains dominant viewpoints. Most research on television, most textual
analysis, has assumed that the medium is thin, repetitive, similar, nearly iden-
tical in textual formation, easily defined, described, and explained. The vari-
ety of response on the part of audiences has been received, as a result of
this view, as extraordinary, an astonishing “discovery.”

We begin with the observation, based on careful textual analysis, that
television is dense, rich, and complex rather than impoverished. Any selec-
tion, any cut, any set of questions that is extracted from that text must some-
how account for that density, must account for what is zoz studied or mea-
sured, for the opposing meanings, for the answering images and symbols.
Audiences appear to make meaning by sclecting that which touches expe-
rience and personal history. The range of responses then should be taken
as commonplace rather than as unexpected. But research and critical analy-
sis cannot afford so personal a view. Rather, they must somehow define and
describe the inventory that makes possible the multiple meanings extracted
by audiences, creators, and network decision makers.

Our model is based on the assumption and observation that only so
rich a text could attract a mass audience in a complex culture. The forum
offers a perspective that is as complex, as contradictory and confused, as
much in process as American culture is in experience. Its texture matches
that of our daily experiences. If we can understand it better, then perhaps
we will better understand the world we live in, the actions that we must
take in order to live there.
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