
Preface

A note to the student about why this book is different

You probably already have a clear idea of what a "discussion guide for
srude'ts" is: a series of not-very-interesting questions at the end of a
textbook chapter. I 'stead of tr iggering thought-provoking class discus-
siorr,  al l  foo ofren these guides lead to busy work for you.

This is not thar kind of discr-rssion guide.
This gr-r ide is dif ferent is because a f i lm/televisior-r/nedia class is r.r ' l ike

merny orher introductory classes you may take. You have been immersed
iu  ' red ia  your  who le  l i fe ,  and so  yoLr  a re  a l ready  f r rmi l ia r  w i rh  " rea l i sm"
ar.rd " icienti6cario' ." Yor-r do not need ro be introduced to media in the
szrme wzry that an accounting studenr needs to learn whar the "modif ied
acce le ra ted  cos t  recovery  sys tem"  is .  You probab ly  a re  a l ready  much
nrt>re primed to talk about whether rnedia cause vio. lence rather than
discussi 'g your opinions on the correct method for calculat i 'g depre-
ciat ion methods. Your preexist ing knowledge is one reason why I am
glad I teach media classes and not accounring, bLrr rhis famil iar i ty also
presents dif f icLrl t ies. The cor.rcepts of "real ism" and "idenrif icat ion" that
have served you thus far are probably r.ror precise er.rough ro help yor,r
make c lear  po i ' t s  in  c lass  d iscuss io 's .  I f  everyone in  c lass  has  a  s l igh t ly
dif ferent understanding of what "real ism" is, then you may end up
talking pasr each other. This guide seeks to provide you with a language
that is a bit  more nuanced than the comrnonsense terms you already know.

chances are yo' already have thoughts about wherher media cause
violence or how f i lms promote srereorypes. I  also have posit ions on
these questions because I have been wrangling with them for years
in classes. You' l l  norice thar I  use rhar not-very-textbooky word ,,1., '

In  th is  book  I  am nor  go ing  to  p re tend tha t  I  have a , ,neur ra l , , s tance
trbout these issues, and so this guide does nor have a typical "texrbook"
to .e .  A t  t i rnes  I  w i l l  share  ra ther  persora l  i ' s igh ts  f rom my l i fe .  (one
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r lL r i ck  no te  about  wr i t ing  s ty le :  Th is  book  t r ies  co  use  an  approachab le

to r rc ,  bu t  your  c lass  ins t ruc to r  may want  you to  use  a  more  scho lar ly

wrry of arguing than I do. That 's OK, sir.rce you are at the beginnir.rg of

),or-rr studies. Trust me: I t  takes a lot of scholarly experience to learn to

wr  i te  s imp ly  and c lear ly . )

I  consider myself to be intervening in a discussion rhat started long

lrcfore rhis class and that wi l l  continue throughout your l i fe. I f  you and

I arc goir-rg to wrangle over these matters, you need to have a clear

posit ion to argue against, and that is what this book provides. Instead

of e series of "neutra]" questions, this book presents essays where I lay

oLrr posit ions abor-rc key concepts. I  bel ieve t lrat the concepts and

:rrguments in this book wil l  help you rhink m<lre clearly abor.rt  f i lm,

tclcvision, and media. I  don't  expect you to agree with al l  of these idezrs,

nol clo I  necessari ly expect that your instructor wi l l ,  ei ther. I  hope that

yr>tr wi l l  argue with this book. I f  you do, then this book wil l  have done

irs job in furthering the "discr-rssion" ou media ir .r  your l i fe.
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Chapter I

" l t ts just a moviet '

Why you should analyze film and television

Nothing left to chance

"i\ll right, do yor-r really think that every little thing in film and TV is

Noth ing  cou ld  be  fu r ther  f rom the  t ru th '

Hollywood f i lms and network television shows are some of the

rrrost l-r ighly scrr-rt inized, careful ly constructed' least rtrndom works



' l t s  
i u s t  a  m o v i e

i rnesineblc. c)[ coursc, wc l<nor., , ,  this, l -raving rcad Ent.ertct inntent
wce l<11, .  wc  a l l  k 'ow thar t  i t  rakes  rhor - rsarc ls  o f  peop)e  ro  c rc^ re  mai . -
sfrci lnr mecl ia: drrectors lucl nctors, g| ips anci gaffcrs. we kr-ror,v
fhat proclucir-rg I i l .  :rrd tclevisio'  is a higl-r ly coordinared effort by
cledicatecl professior-rals, blrr to r-r-r 'st people i t 's a bir of r mystcry what
a l ]  these peop le  c lo .  when we warch  f i l ' a rd  te lev is io r ,  we are  erco l l r -
aged to  fo rge t  ab . , r  a l l  rhar  mysrer ions  co l lec t i ve  labor .  A  rn .v ie
Lrsual ly asks us ro ger c:rughr r.rp i '  the srory beir.rg rolcl ,  i r .r  rhe worlcl
t l -r :r t  l -r :rs beer-r cretrtcd for ns, nof to be aware of rhe behind-rhe-scenes
effort thar bro'ght r-rs rhis sfory :rrd this world. we te.d to forget rhe
thousanc ls  o f  m inu tc  c lec is ions  tha t  coDSCioLrs ly  cons t rucr  th is  a r r i f i c ia l
wor ld .

\Vl.rer I  put or a sl i i rr  i r  rhe m.rr ing, I  do so with very l i r t le
t l . ro ,gh t  (as  rny  s rnde ' rs  w i l l  re l l  yoLr ) .  A  'ov ie  characrer 's  sh i r t  rs
chosen by  a  p ro fess io .a l  whose so le  job  is  ro  th i .k  aboLr t  whar  k i rd
of sl .r ir t  this characrcr wonld wear sir. ' i lar decisio.s are murde for
props ,  sound,  cLr t r ing ,  r rnd  so  on .  Most  mec l iamakers  work  hard  ro
exc luc le  the  ranc lonr  f rour  thcr r  6cr ion l l  wor lds .  Sets  a re  bu i l t  so  tha t  the
nrec l iamrkcr  can have abso lu te  cont ro l  over  the  env i ronment .  The
crew spcrrds a grear cleal of t ime ancl expense betwecn shors adjr-rsr ing
the  l ighr i 'g  s .  rha f  c i rch  shor  w i l l  look  as  po l i shec l  as  poss ib le .
tr)7hen mecliarnrkers wa't s.rnefl-r ir-rg to scelr to bc ra.dom, they
careful ly cl-roreograp';h this ranclour-aptrrearir-rg behavior For insrr-rnce,
ex t ras  who: r re  merc ly  wa lk ing  by  the  nr t r in  cher rac ters  r ' r rc  to lc l  whcre
to go anci wl-rat to clo ro appcar "nlturir l ."  Even seernir-rgly r:rr-rclonr
events and mir-rr.r tc cletai ls in a f i lm/rclevision program irre choscn and
stagecl.

But  what  about  c - l i rec rors  wh 'c lo r ' r  sa . i t i ze  the  se t ,  who r ry  to  re t
b i ts  o f  rhe  re r , r l  wor lc l  i r to  the i r  work  ( f ro r r  thc  I ra l i z ru  reorezr l i s ts  ro
Kev i r r  smi th 's  C le rks)?  what  about  acrors ,  snch z rs  Dr - rs r in  Hof f rnan anc l
I {ob in  w i l l i z rms,  who l i ke  to  i r . rp rov ise? 

'what  
abo ' t  doc 'n rer ra ry

mediam:rkers who don'r script what happe.rs ir-r fro' t  of the camera?'what  
abor - r t  re r r l i r y  TV? Do ' ' t  rhese le r  a  ] i r t le  b i r  o f  chance c reep i ' r to

t l . re  f i lm? Not  rea l l y  (we w i l l  ta lk  fu r rher  about  th is  rn  Chapter  2 ) .
one cor-r ld say that rhese straregies let sorne cha'ce occurrences make ir
onto the raw footage. However, r l .re mcdiamaker and rhe editor watch
the col lecred footage over and over, deciding which port ior.rs of which
takes they wrl l  asse'.rble into rhe 6nal cr,rt .  They do so wirh rhe sarne
scrr-rt i 'y rhat wzrs appl iecl ro the irctual sl-rooting. Even i f  they rccorded
someth ing  r - r r rp lannec l ,  they  make : r  consc ious  chorce  ro  use  tha t  chance
occl lrrel lce. what w:rs cherncc ir-r thc plocluct ion becomes choice in the
f ina l  ec l i t ine .
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Itolian neorealism was a filmmaking movement that began in the physical and

economic devastation of post-World War l! ltaly' Under these conditions

the ltalian film industry could not make films with the technical polish of '

their | 930s output, and so they turned their Poverty into an advantage.

Beginning with Roberto Rossellini'! Rome, apen Ciry, the ltaliah neorealists

used real loiations in war-torn ltaly (instead of tightly controlled sets),

available lighting (instead of nuanced theatrical lighQ; nonprofessional ::

affluent), its influence was enormous, Many "new waves" of filmmaking '

hark back to neorealism as a way to distinguish their look from the

Hollywood norm. Hollpvood itself incorPorated some of ngorealism's

features (location shooting, episodic storytelling) beginning in the 1950s tq

give its films a more realistic feel. Key figures in the movement

include Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica (Biqcle Thieves, Umberto D)' and

screenwriter/theorist Cesare Zavattini.

"( lrrnre <rn, do directors, ec' l i tors, atrd set c{esigr-rers realLy spend al l

r l r : rL  t i r le  sc ru t in iz - i t . tg  s r - rch  de ta i l s?"  Th ink  o f  i t  th is  way.  A  F lo l l ywood

l, locl<br-rster may cost r-rp to $300 rtt i l l ion. I f  you were to mzrke son-rething

t l r : r r  cosrs  t i ra t  much,  wou lc lp ' t  you  exarn i6e  every  t i6y  c le ta i l?  Eve l  a

"low br-rdget" 6lrn can cost $30 rni l l ior.r or so' Wtrh so mr-tch morley

r i r l ing  or r  a  6 ln ,  the  scr r - r t iny  i s  e t ro ruro t ts ,  a r rc l  i t  ex tepds  to  a l l  leve ls .

(  ) l  course  ch is  p rocess ,  l i ke  a l l  h r . rman e f fo r t ,  i s  fa l l ib le ;  m is takes  c lo

\() lrct irres creep rn (fOr example, an extra ir t  Spartactts-Set i t1 al ' lc ient

l {o rnc-can be  seen wear ing  a  wr is twatch) .  A l l  too  o f ten ,  beg in r - r ing

rrrccl ia scholars have a tenclency to assLtme rhat odd moments ir l  the f i lm/

r l l cv is io11 program are  mis takes ,  when the  oppos i te  r l ss t lmPt io l l  i s  more

l i l ic ly to be rf tre. Nothing in a f ir ' ral 6lm or television episode is there

u' i lhout having been examined by scores of professionals who l-rave

t . r rc iu l l y  chosen the  compouents .  Yor - r  ca l t  t rus t  tha t  i f  someth ing  is  in  a

nrov ie ,  i t ' s  rhere  fo r  a  reason.

A mov ie  i s  no t  a  te legram

" t ) l< r ry ,  so  the  d i rec to r  rea l l y  cares  t tbor t t  rhe  de ta i l s .  Bu t  do  yo l r  th ink

\  ( )u f  in te r l r re ta t ion  is  what  she rea l l y  t l can t  to  say?"
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In  h rgh  sc l - roo l  Er . rg l i sh  c lasses  yo l r 'ay  have bccn r i iughr  ro  look  fo r
the  mean i r - rg  o f  a  l i te ra ry  work ,  a  s ing le  senter - rce  rha t  summar izes  what
the author was rryirg ro convey. So you rnight have boi led shakespeare,s
Macbetb clowr to a si.gle senterlce that reveals the morzrl  lessor-r to be
learned frorn rhe play (perhaps "Greed for power corrLrprs people").
o re  ca ' redurce  a  l i re rary  work  o r  f i lm or  te lev is ron  progra*  ro  i t s
message, which makes the gane of ir .rrerpretat ion a fair ly simple o'e.
Al l  we have to do is 6gr-rre out what the ar-rrhor/direcror was rryir.rg ro say.

Some rnedra'rakcrs have scoffed ar the idea thar their work conrai 's
any sr-rch messages. Hollywood producer Sa'.ruel Goldwyr is al leged ro
have sa id ,  " l f  I  wa ' ted  to  se 'd  a  message,  I  wou ld 've  ca l led ' !?esrer r . r
Unio." (t l .re ' i .eteenrh/rwer.rt ierh-cenrury equivale't  of rext messaging).
what is at issue [-rere is the conception of wl-rat corrmu'icatior-r rs.
The t rad i r iona l  n rders rand ing  o f  speech cons iders  a  serder  t ry i 'g  ro
relay a'essage ro a receiver (often cal led the S-M-R niodel).  A serrder
has  a  c lear  i r re . t ion  regard i .g  whar  she wanrs  ro  ger  across  to  the
rece iver ,  b r , r t  she  may uo t  p reseur  l ie r  message par t i cu la r ly  c lear ly .  The
rece iver  t r ies  to  r - rnders tand the  message,  bu t  she  can rn isunders tand
the sender for a variety of reasons. By comparing the se'rcler 's inte.tror-r
with thc rcceiver's r-rrrdcrst:rncl ing, one can cl iscover how effecrive the
cornmunicatio|r wzrs. For exarnple, i f  a receiver gets I  rexr rnessage
asl<ing fr>r bai l  urorey :-rnd t l-re. stzrrts col lecring rhe necessery casir a
slrccessful instarrcc of cor-nrnnnicarior.r l -ras taken olace.

It  is temptir lg to corlcepfnaltze l i l rn and televisiolt  zls contr lLlr-t iczrrron
ir t l -r is way. To sce how effect ive a movie is, one conld co'rpare rhe
r -ncd iamal<er 's  in tcnr io r - rs  w i t l - r  our  in te rprc ra t ions  and sec  i f  wc  , ,go t  i t . , ,
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l l  rhe  agc l ie  t rcc  pe  n tber  d idp ' r  re  cc ive  rhe  mess : rge ,  ther l  per  haps  the

r r rov ie  i s  poor ly  t lade  or  perhzrps  the  v icwer  i s  nor  vc ry  s : rvvy '

[ ; i l u - rs ,  re iev is ion  shows,  p lays ,  and nove ls ,  however ,  a re  no t  tc legra tns

, , r  ce) l  phone rex t  n tessages;  rhey  are  in66 i te ly  rnore  compl ica ted .  oue

, , f  t l - re  6 r -s t  t raps  thar  the  bpc ld ing  c r i t i c  shog ld  avo id  i s  rh ipk ing  tha t  a

l i ln r  o r  TV progr rm can be  uudersrood as  hav ing : r  s ing le  r lessage

rv l - r i ch  we e i ther , ,ge t "  o r  no f .  To  do  so  is  to  t rea t  r t  l i ke  a  te legram.

( . i r rema zr r - rd  te lev is ion  are  r i cher  fo rms o f  communtca t io l l  than  ca t r  bc

, , , r  rcep tua  I  i  zcd  ls  sender -message- rcce iver .

"Okay,  so  perhaps  the  d i rec to r  i sn ' t  1 r ' rs t  send ing  a  s ing le  message '

r\4rrybe she's sendir-rg several messages. I f  we can f igure out what those

ntcssages are ,  then we 've  go t  i t ,  yes?"

F i rs t  o f  a l l ,  there 's  a  b ig  q r - res t ion  concern iug  who t l . re  "au thor "  o f  a

l i lnr or relevision progr2rrn is. Thor-rsands of people PLrt their work irrco a

r | le lo r  r red ia  p ro jec t .  I f  a l l  o f  rhem are  t ry ing  to  convey  mear r ing ,  do  we

I r r rve  ro  cons ider  a l l  t l - re i r  combined i r r ten t io r - rs?  Or  i f  some peop le 's

, 1lrtrr:rLrut ior-rs r lre tnore importent f  h:r1 orhers (actors, directOrs, ci t le-

rrrrrrographers, prodr-rcers), thett can we l tuderstand a movie 21S the Stl t- l l

ro r : r l  o f  the i r  in te r . r t ions? The qnes t io t . t  o f  i r t r thorsh ip  in  f i lm anc l  te lev i -

s io r r  i s  a  mr - tch  t l to rn ie r  one than thc  ques t io r r  o f  a  book 's  a l t thorsh ip .

l_et,s rnake ir easy or-t ourselves. Let 's assnme that the !rLlthor of a

r r rov ie  i s  the  persor t  who is  i r l  charge o f  coord i r ra t ing  a l l  dec is io r ts  in  t l - re

: ; l roo t ing  proccss :  the  d i rec to r . l  [ f  we c r rn  6gure  or - t t  what  t l re  d i rec to r

in renc ls ,  then we 've  go t  i r ,  r ighr?  I f  we cor , r ld  in te rv ie rv  H i tchcock  1nd

11rrin an understauding of what wirs going thror-rgh l-r is n-r ind wher-r he made

\/rrtrgo,rhen we wor-r lcl  have gained ir Pretty sol id hold on the f i lur, yes?

l lu t  can  we reduce t l - re  6 lm to  wh i -L t  rhe  d i rcc to r  consc ious ly  i l l rends?

r \ r  r i r -1es  we a l l  express  the  be l ie fs ,  i r t t i tudes ,  and assnmpt io r ts  o f  oL l r  e ra

rv i rhout  r . recessar i l y  be i r ]g  consc ious  o f  do ing  so .  D id  H i tchcock  fu l l y

r r r rc lc rs raud h is  a t t i r r - rc le  towarc l  b londe wo l len ,  o r  we ls  he  propagar rng  a

*, i . lc ly held bel ief in his sociery? sornetirnes the ideology of our d,ry

spc:lks throLrgh r-rs with l i t t le awarer-ress ol l  our paft.  ln addit ion' we can

'rncc-rr-rsciottsly express personal issttes as wcl l  as socizrl  att i tudes. Matly

l , . . l icve thar the unconscious seeks to express pai l ful  thipgs t l-rat we

lrrve repressed and buriecl within ourselves. These tensiorls can emerge

I ln f i l rn arrd relevision, the cl irectc.rr is usr-ral ly in charge of the process of

shooting, though she l lay l tot be in ovcral l  cgt lrrol of the f ir lal  product. In

., ,nl.  f i i io, r l .re procltrcer htrs r l .re r ighr to the "f inal cur." ln most televistotr

s l ro rvs ,  rhe  d i rcc to r  o f  an  ind iv id r - ra l  ep isode is  h iLed by  the  pcrs t , r l  r r r  ch , r rgc

, , i  the  overa l l  ser ies ,  ca l led  rhe  "show n t t l l l e r . "  I r l  th is  s i tua t io r l ,  the  d i rcc to r

r lnswcrs to rhc sholv rut lr ler
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i r  onr  everyday l ives through dreams or  Freudia '  s l ips or  rhe arrwork
tl-rat we rnake. Perhaps Hitchcock was unconscioLrsly worki'g through
his ow'  personal  obsession wirh cool ,  a loof  women in ways that  he d id
not even understand as he made vertigo. Since human beings cannot be
reduced to their conscious thoughts, f i lms should not be reduced ro the
di rector 's  conscious in tent ions.

"Okay, okay, so if we get a sense of what the director,s conscrous
intentions are, whar ideological beliefs she gained from her socializa-
tion, and what her unconscious issues are (admittedly a diff iculr pro-
cess) , rhen we've arrived ar a well-grounded, comprehensive description
of what the movie is trying to communicare, right?"

!fle have, if we stay within the sender-message-receiver moder that
works for text messaging. But let's srep ourside that model. \fhy should
we limit the viewer to making only those meanings which come directly
from rhe sender/mediamaker? If I get meaning from media and apply it
to my life, why should I have to check wirh the mediamaker ro see if
that's the right meani'g? In other words, why should the mediamaker
have nrore authoriry over interpretir-rg the fi lm/televisioll program than I do?

"Because she's  the d i rector .  I t 's  her  movie,"  you may reply .  I  would
respond, "You're the ar-rdience. It 's yor-rr movie, too." If yor,i let go of the
notior.l of a mediamaker trying to collvey a message, then rhe audience's
activity is to interpret the 6lm according to their l ives, their experiences,
thei r  tastes-nor  rhe d i rector 's .  That  act iv i ty  is  just  as val id  as rhe
rnediamaker 's .  A movie 's  meaning does not  l ie  so le ly  wi th in the 6 lm
itself br-rt in the interaction of the fi lm and the audience.

As we learn more and more about how audiences interpret media, we
discover what a srriking range of inrerprerarions people make. If we
consider those interpretations to be somehow less valid than the med-
iamaker's, rhen we lose much of the complexiry of how media work,
make meaning, and give pleasure in our socrery.

"Reading into" the movie

"But tlrose audiences are jusr reading things into the movie, right?,,
Let's think about what "reading into" a movie is. ,,Thar,s simple,, '

you might reply. "lt 's when an audience pr-rts things ir-rto the movie thar
aren't there." That certainly seems straighrforward enough. But is it?

Picture yourself watching a horror movie in which a group of
reenagers are stay ing at  a spooky cabin deep in the woods.  I t 's  midnight .
A couple sneak off to a back bedroom and have sex. The atrrac.ve
youl'rg woman then gers up, decides thar she's going to rake a shower,
and says that  she' l l  be r ight  back.
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You know that  th is  woman wi l l  be toast  in  a mat ter  of  ut inr t tes '

But  how do you know? There 's  noth ing in  the 6 lm i tse l f  which says

that  th is  woman wi l l  d ie.  The same ipc ident  ( romant ic  rura l  locat ion,

sexy couple) could take place in a romantic comedy, and the shower

would lor raise aly hackles. No, the klowledge of her imminer-rt death

comes from you, the experienced horror f i lm viewer. You have "read

rrr to"  the scene.
Like the characters in Scream, you kr-row rhat horror operates

riccording to a set of rules or conventions that have been established by

previous uembers of the genre. The mediamaker depends on you

knowir-rg these conventions. She knows that by sending the woman to

the shower, she can create tension in the audience. ("No! Don't go, you

crazy girl l" Hopefully you don't advise your real-l i fe friends not to

shower.) The fi lmmaker can toy with the audieuce, delaying the isevitable,

because she knows that we expect the girl to be slashed. It is our 1ob as

audielce members to read into the scene; rnediamakers collnt on that.

Film and television rely on the audience to supply information that is

only h inted at ,  l ike the shower convent ion in  horror .  This  " reading

ir.rro" even occurs at rhe simplest levels of mediamaking. When we see a

shot of someone getting into a car and driving away, followed by a shot

of the car pull ing into another driveway, we understand rhat rhe driver

drove from one place to another. We understand this without the fi lm/

TV show actr-rally showing r.rs the drive across town. If we were l imited

ro what was explicit ly laid out in the TV program, if we dicln't read

ipto the 6lm, thel we wouldn't be able to make basic sense or-rt of them.

There's not a choice of whether you read into 6lm/television or not;

ar-rdiences have to.
This is not to say that you can read media in any way yoLl want'

(,ertain pieces of information in a fi lm/television show are established

beyond dispute. If you don't think that seinfeld is about friends hanging

out in New York City, then you have missed something. If yor-r believe

rhat it is a television series about Arctic beekeepipg, then you are doing

a remarkably perverse bit of reading lnto.

Berween the pedestrian kind of reading into (rhe driving-across-town

cxample, which some would call an inference or expectation) and the

lr-rdicrous kind of reading into (SeinfeLd-as-Arctic-beekeeping) there is a

wide range of possible readings. Some of these you may find to be too

nrr-rch of a srretch. What I would ask is that you be opell to the possr-

bil iry that some of these readilgs may be interesting. Don't close down

yclur  mind s imply because an interpretat ion involves " reading in to"  a

rr rov ie,  because a l l  media v iewing involves readigg in to.  Instead,  look

Irr rhe fi lm/television program with an open mind aud see if there is



evidence to supporr  a par t icu lar  inrerpretat ion.  I f  someone says that
seinfeLd is really about the search for God or about Freudian revcnge on
the father, look at the TV show to see if there is corroborating rnaterial.
Based on the fi lmitelevisior-r program, decide if there is a case ro be made
tor  that  par t icu lar  in terpretat ion.

Just a movie

"okay, maybe I see the value of coming up wirh new interpretations of
Hamlet or citizen Kane, but seinfeLd? Euil Dead 2? Rush Hour? Euery-
body Loues Raymond? suruiuor? come on. Aren'r you taking rhese a bit
too ser iously? Af ter  a l l ,  i t 's  just  a movie (or  a TV show). , '

Yor-r would' 't say, "why are you analyzing Hamlet? Afrer all, i t 's lust
Shakespeare." 'why is it okay to analyze Shakespeare and not Euir Dead 2
or Euerybody Loues Raymond? The answer has as much to do with rhe
social status of rhese works as it does wirh the works themselves.

There was a tirne whe. the study of shakespeare wourd have bee'
questionable as beir-rg nor serious enough. At f irst, scholars in rhe \vest
d idn ' t  th ink that  a 'yrh i 'g  wr i r ren in  Engl ish was as worthy of  s tudy as
the c lass ics wr i t re '  in  Greek.  Homer,  sophocles,  and Ar is tot le  were rhe
serious works which shor-rld be taught in school, not shakespeare,s plays
or Dickens's rovels. Lawrence Levine has traced how the sratus of
shakespeare's work has changed i. America, from a rarher lowbrow
standing in var-rdevil le productions to its currenr highbrow connoratron
as Art-with-a-capital-A. Dickens's novels, now clearly considered classics,
were serialized in newspapers as pulp fiction. In that day, to argue thar
Dickens's work should be taught in schools wor,rld have seemed almosr
scandalous.  Such t rash obviously  could not  wi thstand the scrur iny
applied to great works l ike Homer's odyssey, or so it must have seemed.

Instead of relyi 'g purely on our society's understandi'g of what kinds
of artworks are good e'ough to be raken seriously, we should ir-rstead
look to rhe arrworks themselves. If we look for rich interpretations of a
work, we may find them or we may not. The point is nor to dismiss the
process outr ight  s imply because i t 's  " jusr  a movie."  The proof  is  in  the
pudding, as the old saying goes. lf your analysis produces insightful,
well-grounded ir-rterpretarions of a fi lm/TV program, then that media
text is definitely fruitful for analyzing, even if i t is t it led somethine l ike
Euil Dead 2.

No one wil l argue that ali media works are equally rich for a'alysis.
Probably HamLet is a more complex rexr to examine tha, Euil DeacJ 2
is '  But  thar  shouldn ' t  lead us to neglecr  a text  that  is  " just  a movie, 'or
" jnst  a TV show."  You should take ins ight  where you can get  i t .

&
t

Ancl  even i f  a  cer ta in rnedia texr  is  not  par t icu lar ly  cornplex,  i t  car l  s t i l l

1 . r .9v ide h ints  about  the society that  produced i t .  Evepts don' t  have to be

ovcr t ly  compl icated to y ie ld knowledge.

For example,  Robert  Darnton,  in  h is  essay "Workers Revol t '  The

(  i rcar  cat  Massacre of  the Rue Saint -S6ver in,"  a la lyzes a par t icu lar ly

r rupromis ing-sounding phenometton:  a mock t r ia l  and execut ion of  some

crrrs  by rhe apprent ices and iourneymen in a Par is ian pr int ing shop in

tlrc l730s. twhat could this bizarre, sadistic, and unusual ritual possibly

rc l l  us abour French society of  rhat  t ime? Reading c losely,  Darnton

sIows how this odd cefemony can reveal much about the relatior-rship

lrcrweel workers ald bosses, the sexual and class structures of the

sgciery, and the tradirion of a craft. His essay demonstrates thar even

rhc slightest cultnral artifacts bear the imprint of the society that made

Lhcm. Examining a fi lm or television program can give us ch-res about

the r-neanings and assumptions thar are shared by the members of a

ct r l ture.  I f  a  rnock t r ia l  o f  cats can reveal  socia l  in terre lat ionships,  then

'rn uncomplicated fi lm/TV show that doesn't bear much aesthetic

scruriny can be examined for its social insights. All cultural products

err r ry  cul tura l  meaning.

Ruining the movie

l ,rrrr of the resisrar.rce co applying analytic tools to EuiL Dead 2 <"tr

Suruiuor  is  rhe bel ie f  that  sr . rch anzr lys is  wi l l  k i l l  the p leasr- r re we have in

wrrching them. Af ter  a l l ,  rnovies a1d te lev is ion are in tended to be "mere

t , r r rerra inment . "  We have a l ready deai t  wi th the quest ion of  the media-

lrrrker's intention, so let's ltot deal further witf i whether or not we

should be l imited to the mediarnaker's conceprion of their work as

"r;cre enferrainrnent." Instead, Iet's deal with the fear that analyztng a

f i lrn or television program will destroy the simple pleasure of r,vatching it.

sometimes ir seems that the sLlresr way to ruin a good book is to have

t,, read it for a class. English classes are supposed to make you read

things that you wouldn't norrnally pick up yourself. They force you

r() read Chaucer or Joyce, ar-rd the process of analyzing these works

lropefully gives you insight inro your l i fe. Burt rhar's a very different

r l r ing f rom reading Michael  cr ichron or  John Gr isham in the a i rpor t .
' I l rcre 

you,re reading ro escape.  I f  we srar t  th ink ing too hard abor-r t

, r i r '1ror t  novels or  mainstream 61ms, doesn' t  i t  ru in them?

\X/hen people learn that I am a media str-rdies academic, they freqr-rently

. rs l i ,  "Are yoLl  ever  able to just  s i t  back and enjoy a movie,  or  are yoLl

.rlways analyzing it?" The qLlestion never rings true to me because it 's

I r l r l r rsed as an e i ther /or  opt ion.  For  me,  i t 's  not  a mat ter  of  sr - rbst i tu t ing



\ r r
cerebral  analys is  for  v iscera l  p leasrr re;  I  exper ie.ce both s imLr l ra.eously.
I don't lose the pleasr:re of rootir.rg for rhe good guy while I 'm admiring
a 

, rnovie 's  edi t ing and rh inkrng abour the prot ;s  socia l  rami6cauous.
After taking media studies crasses, I ca' add ih. pl."rur.s of aualysis to
the pleasures of rnoviegoing and relevision viewing.

I  real ize rhat  as you are tak ing an in t roducrory rnedia anaiys is  c lass,
r r  may .or  seem l ike there 's  much p leasure in  analys is .  I t  probably
seems more l ike tedious, dif-f icult work. Ar 6rst it may s... thrt yoLl,re
losing rhe pleasurable experience of 6hn and relevision as you dissect
them, but  as you get  bet ter  at  analys is ,  you wi l l  be able ro ' .ecombine
those activit ies. The e'd result, I believe, is a richer kind of preasure. I
believe thar I respond more fulry to movies and television than I did
before I started analyzing rhern. I now feel joy at a weir-composed shot,
a tautly constructed 'arrative strl lcture, and an innovative soci"l .om_
mentary' as well as the simpler pleasure of f inding our whodunnit. The
ourcome we hope for in a media analysis class is nor to rui ' f i lm and
television but ro increase tl.re complexiry of your enjoymenr.

Vhy do that? Vhy t i 'ker  wi th the s i ' rp le p leasure of  warching a
movie? This qr-restion goes ro the foundatio' of what education is. The
basic fa i th  under ly i 'g  educat ion is  that  an examined r i fe  is  bet ter ,  r icher ,
fuller than a' unexami.ed l ife. How do we realry k'ow rhat serf-
examinar ion is  bet ter  than the br iss of  s impre ignorance? L ike mosc
statemeuts of fairh, there's no way ro prove it. BLrt-by being in a college
classroom, you have a l l ied yoLrrsel f  wi th rhose of  us who ber ieve thar  i f
you don'r examine the forces ir-r your rife, you wilr become subjecr ro
them. YoLr can go throughor-rt your l i fe merery responding to rnovies and
televisio', but if yor-r are an edr,rcated person, you wil l also think about
them, abour what they mean and ho*ih.y are consr.lcted. I. so doing,
you may gain pleasures and insighrs rhat you could nor have obtained
any orher way. This is the promise of the educatecl l i fe in reading, in
l iv ing,  and in warching.

An earlier versior-r of this chapter appeared as .,rr 's 
Just a Movie:

A Teaching Essay for I 'rroductory Meclia crasses" in cinema Journar41.1 (Fall 2007): 127-34.
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