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Television as Myth and Ritual

Every nation and culture finds a way to continually retellits folktales and myths. If once we did this around
camp-fires and through wandering bards, today we recast our traditional stories in modern clothes through
our most popular medium, television. Throughout the world the highest audience ratings are for folktale-
like soap operas that embody our historical contests, heroes and villains, and, usually, happy endings. The
American-produced Dallas and Dynasty are set in the old ‘wild West’ states of Texas and Colorado - but
extended into new frontiers of high finance and international intrigue. The BBC’s EastEnders celebrates
the mythic Cockney, working class community of East London. In the relenovelas of Mexico and Brazil
one detects a continuation of classical Latin American folktale themes.

In recent years, media researchers have focussed more on the role of TV myth and folktale forms in
creating whole national cultures. The broad mythic dimension of TV is the context for understanding TV’s
influence on individual attitades and behaviours. While TV violence, for example, may influence direct
imitative behaviours in some individuals, reproducing myths of violent national expansion or male
dominance may shape the values of virtually everybody in the society. To study whole cultures, media
studies are borrowing concepts such as myth, folktale and ritual from cultural anthropology and applying
these to TV.

This issue reviews research on television as myth and ritual at three levels: 1) the mythic functions of
television in a culture, 2) the folktale and mythic structure of television programming, and 3) the audience’s
experience of television as a quasi-religious ritual.
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Drama. Fantasy Theme and Ideology in Mass Media Studies’, in Brenda Dervin and Melvin J. Voighr (eds ) Progress in Connmtnication
Sciences, Vol VIL Norwood. NJ: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1986, pp.195-224.

Myzh, Silverstone notes. does not refer to primitive, fable-like
explanations ot natural events that modern science has done away
with. Alf cultures, primitive and modern, have their grand narrative
histories that explain the origins of a people and present their
ultimate destintes and ideals. If the Judeo-Christian biblical account
explained origins in terms of an Adam and Eve and the progress of
a chosen people, today we are more likely to explain our mythic
origins in terms of umiversal evolution and to project our utopian
dreants in the form of continual technical, scientitic, and social pro-
gress. Humans are inevitably myth-makers, because we are not just
a mechanical part of history but we are constrtictors of history in
terms of our values, intentions and aspirations. Every culture has
‘ts area of practical, *scientitic’ explanation of the world as it is, but
every culture also has its area of explanation ot how life and history
shonlduntold and how we want ro make it develop. Myths gather
up picces of the science of the day, common sense, philosophical
presuppositions, literary imagination and weave all this into an

orderly “map” ot our collective future, In our myths we find the
meaning ot lite and inspirational symbols for everyday challenges.

Television is Part Folktale, Part Myth

Folktale and mvth are often scen as two different levels of story
telling. Folktales are intended to entertain with suspenseful, often
tictional narrative plots: they deal more with ordinary people like
us than with archetypal heroes. Myth responds to basic human
questions about the meaning of sutfering, life and death with a
logical resolution. Myth often has a kind of sacred, ritual
significance inspiring a certain reverence and belief in a cosmic
order.

Horace Newcomb, in his interviews with TV producers, found
that most simply wanted to attract audiences with an entertaining
story.' Producers know that we come to an evening of TV to relax
and they tend to translare news, documentary. sport, etc. into
fotktale fornats co entertain us. But producers also know thar we
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bring with us, in the back of our consciousness, nagging worrics
abour how rising crime rates or economic depression may affectour
personal lives. Deeper mythical themes respond to these perennial
human anxictics. To continue attracting audiences, however, old
stories and myths must be given a new twist by portraying age-old
issues in terms of immediate, contemporary lite. Thus, the relax-
ation of TV is not just the suspenseful folktale, but being able to
come away from TV sustained in our beliefand hope that, afterall,
there is some order and meaning in the world.

Underlying the apparently trivial police and adventure shows
of TV is the mythic hope that ultimately good will triumph over
the criminal bestiality lurking in all of us, and man-made civiliz-
ation will bring order to chaotic wilderness. The French media
researcher, Jean Bianchi, points out that series such as Dallas and
Dyasry have a world-wide attraction because they reaffirm the uni-
versal myth of family solidarity and extol personal loyalty over
individualistic greed.’

Reaffirming National Cultural Myths

Television tends to be organized in national networks oriented to
the tastes, interests and historical memories of national audiences.
The most evident dimension of TV's mythic discourse lies in
national cultural traditouns.

A national mythology is often forged in the heroic, difficule
moments when a people are founding a new nation through seem-
ingly superhuman struggles. The stories handed down may have
a historical basis, but they become myths as leaders and the media
select those historical facts to fit a collective dream of the kind of
nation the people are trving to create now and in the future. As
Breen and Corcoran point out, Americans today are not reminded
that a large proportion of Americans in 1776 were content to stay
British. Few French school children know that the Bastille con-
tained only seven prisoners when it was stormed. Russians are not
familiar with the bloodless entrance into the Winter Palacein 1917,
nor are the Irish reminded that passers-by jeered at the Procla-
mation of the Irish Repubiic ac the Dublin Post Office in 1916. We
accept these myths as facts, partly because without these collective
symbols we would cease to be a united people and becausc they
summarise in dramatic, story form what it means to be Nicara-
guans, Tanzanians or Iranians. When new national challenges are
presented-—repelling invading enemnies, surviving natural disasters,
summing up courage to open new frontiers ot rebuild a shattered
economy—the traditional origin myths are retold to strengthen
national solidarity and determinacion with the slogan, “We cando
it again’.

In times of crisis political figures such as Rooseveltin the depths
of the American 1930s economic depression ot Churchill in the
World War II blitz of London established themselves as significant
leaders preciscly because of their striking use of mass media to unite
a nation around affective symibols of national mythology. Tele-
vision makes events such as roval weddings, presidential elections
and inaugurarions, the funerals of charismatic national figures or
spectacular space voyages, a ritual reliving of national myths in
which virtually the whole nation participates.”

Michae! Real shows how the television rendition of the “Super-
bowl', the annual American championship football contest, brings
together all of the great myths underpinning American culture.?
As a sport competition tor vardage of territory in a limited field,
football reproduces the Anterican ethos of competitive struggle for
property. The announcer's inconation emphasizes that success lics
in short bursts of ferocious physical action, interspersed with quiet
‘huddles” of scheming to outwit the opponent and ensure the
celebrated American value of coordinated team-work. In the back-
ground elder statesmen ot football build players into heroie arche-
types by recounting their struggle to the top from humble
beginnings. Football glorities the myth of physical aggressiveness
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and male dominance with totemic names such as rams, bears and
redskins. Women are brought on as ‘cheesecake decorations’ to
cheer their male protagonists to victory from the sidelines. Myth
tends to elevate natural, physical time into sacred time. Today in
America the vearly cycle is not marked by harvests and religious
commemoration but by the media sports season. Mingled with the
exuberant spectacle are symbols of national patriotism: openings
with the solemn intoning of the national anthem, presence of
nationai political leaders and the omnipresent American flag. Con(
mentatots continually remind audiences that behind a successfu
team is high finance and a Madison Avenue public relations organ-
isation and that players are the ‘organisational’ property won in
competitive bidding for astronomical prices. Sports magazines and
newspapers support TV with before and after interpretation, evalu-
ation and background information. But the TV eventis a live, here-
and-now ritual re-enactmern:t of American myths in which millions
participate directly while the print media can only talk about the
event.

Linking National Myths to Cosmic Myth

If national mvths are concerned largely with national histories,
cosmic myths are histories of the world which incorporate all
known reality,* The myth of universal evolution with its dream
of continual progress in every dimension of life is a cosmic myth.
Religious philosophers merge a Christian or Muslim theological
‘history of salvation” with theoties of universal evolution to form
an even broader mythic history. Such grand cosmic myths become
explanations of the fundamental nature of reality and carry myth
into sacred. eternal time with all the overtones of cosmic
destruction if the laws of nature are disturbed.

Most national myths seek a foundation in cosmic myth withthe
interpretation that the origin and destiny of the nation s simply an
unfolding and fulfillment of basic theologicai or philosophical
conceptions of inalienable human rights or the classless human
community. Thus, national holidays recalling the national myths
are also quasi-religious holidays and national events such )
presidential inaugurations are clothed with mythic religious
significance.

The programmes of TV blend all of these levels of mythintoa
single narrative stoty. A news repott on government response to
economic problems carries overtones that these policies are framed
within a general political philosophy designed for the good of
mankind. Nature documentaries link accounts of bugs and birds
with the inexorable cycle of the laws of nature. Relatively arbitrary
decisions and obscrvations are given an interpretation of objectivity
and facticity because they are rooted in the metaphysical nacure of
our world,

Fitting New Information into Familiar Myths
Contemporary scientific cultures generate new dataata dizzying
speed, and global informartion networks put us into constant
contact with radically different cultures. Media researchers agree
that one of the major functions of television is to gather up day by
dav the strange and unfamiliar and translate this into the audience’s
mode of perceiving the world. Myth refers not just to classical
history-like explanations, but to a dynamic, ongoing process of
human reasoning located in social institutions such as the
university, popular religion, and the literary world ofnovelists and
deama. The mass media, however, link these various myth-making
institutions with the world of everyday cuiture.

For Silverstone, TV's myth-making activity serves asa point of
integration tor three horizons of culture: 1) common-sense,
everyday knowledge which virtually everybody in a society shar
and must have to cope with the daily problems oflife; 2) specializ;&‘
knowledge which may be familiar to groups of experts and
professionals butis esoteric to people outside these groups; and 3)
chat arca of experience which is so far beyond the limits of cultural



acceptability that it is typed as untrue, irrational and nonsensical,
The boundaries of taken-for-granted. unproblematic, common-
sense knowledge are continually being expanded as new specialized
information is brought into the fund of common-sense knowledge,
and the organization of common-sense knowledge around basic
values is constantly being redone. For the ordinary person, the area
bevond the boundaries of common sense is chaos, mystery and the
irrclevant. But in the borderline areas where the realm of the

rﬂmbably true, but esoteric, and the realm of the mysterious meet
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che realm of conmmon sense, there 1s an area of uncertainty, risk,
anxiety and questioning.

TV is broadcast to an audience that potentially includes
everybody in a nation—rich and poor, people of all educational
levels and different sub-cultures—and increasingly it is produced
for international markets. The discourse ot TV must be castin terms
of both shared, common-sense knowledge, with affective symbols
mstantly recognizable, and the commonly accepted mythic
philosophies of life. But TV producers are also driven to present
“the new’, and the documentary, news, and drama programmes are
constautly reaching into the realm ot the esoteric and mysterious,
responding to current questions and anxieries and attempting to
interpret this in common-sense terms all can understand and
emotionally identify witch. In the wranslation process, TV resolves
contradictions and merges the new inte multifaceted, connotative
svmbols of national culture such as Real describes in his analysis of
‘Superbowl’. TV adapts myths just enough so that people are nos
too disturbed and makes the common myths continue to ‘work” as
maps tor behaviour tn an ever-changing cultural world.

Creating Exemplary, Archetypal Role Models

Religious and educational institutions have long had the function
of transforming ordinary people into saints and heroes who are
concrete embodiments of mythicideals. Butsuch institutions and
more traditional print media are time-bound in that they conserve
the identity of their heroes in spite of cultural change. TV, however,
s less time-bound because it is a daily commentary on continuing
events, and TV’s vividly realistic, iconic representation tries to
make viewers present in the events, TV is sensitive to newly
emerging heroes of popular culture and provides role models closer
to our life situation. A typical drama series establishes its central
heroes in contest with some form ot good and evil in the opening
episodes, and then in succeeding episodes these characters, in the
context of the dramatic plot, debate current public anxieties and
provide models of how issues might be resolved on the basis of
specific mythic presuppositions.

Helping People Manage Social Conflict

When a natien is filled with a vague worry that something is going
awry in the society, and it is difficult tor ordinary cirizens to spot
the precise cause of the evil or whom to blame, the mythic discourse
of TV recasts the puzzling events in terms of a familiar problem
such asa ‘threatto democracy’ or "adisturbance of law and ozder’.
TV then defines vague value issues in terms of concrete heroes and
villains. For this, TV has long-established codes of camera angles,
interviewing techniques and tamiliar symbols which juxtapose
polar iconic images and make powertul non-verbal statements
about *them’ and ‘us’. Asanthropologst Levi-Strauss has shown,
the principal personages and images of myth always stand in
bipolar oppasition to each other. As the story unfelds, the TV
discourse introduces mediating characters who represent a higher
wisdom and a synthesis of values above the polar contlict. In an
.ongoing news story, there are ambassadorial figures who help
’,)ring about a resolution, explain the causes of conflict to the nation
and at least put eneniies in categories of tolerance. Soap opera series
often have a major mediaring character: the avanecular doctor,
lawyer or private detective, Tn Dallas the kindly mother, Miss Ellie,

reconciles the warring Ewing brothers. Finally, TV frames the
story of a political issue or a human problem of drama in terms of
a search for a resolution of the conflict and celebrates the re-
establishment of order—unless, as in soap opera series, TV
producers wish to continue as long as audiences can sustain
advertising income.

Changing OQur Myths

At times the myths of heroi¢ national courage and invincibility
wear thin after the challenge that fostered them has passed, and it
may become apparent that the myth of an embattled people
defending human values has, in fact, become a sense of ‘manifest
destiny” and a rationale for imperialistic exploitation of other
minorities or cultures. More sophisticated audiences grow bored
with continuous mythic happy endings that seem less than realistic
in new circumstances. The comic and satirical media, debunking
minor myths or proclaiming a new realism, serve to maintain the
credibility of the media and adapt the major myths to new cultural
values.

Television as Class Ideology

One of the most heavily studied mythic functions of TV is the
tendency of the TV narratives to transform mythic traditions into
ideologies that systematically mask the exploitative interests of
powerful elites. Elite alliances often have the power to intluence the
formation of mythic world views through the institutions of
education, religion and the media so that unjust social relations
gradually appear to be the natural, irrevocable course of history.
Theiconicrealism, day-to-day immediacy, and public credibility
of TV cover aver the highly selective interpretation that is so
sensitive to elite influences. Once a particular ideological world-
view is established as ‘natural’, all new information is firted into the
framework by newscasters as the fair and objective report. Social
control can be exerted without physical violence simply by typing
all protest and questioning as outside common sense and within the
realm of the irrattional “Tooney lett’.

Much of the research which attempts to use conceptions of myth
to analyse the illusion and falsity ofidcology in advertising, news
reporting and soap opera melodrama takes its inspiration from the
method of demythologising proposed by French semiologist,
Roland Barthes. Barthes points out that myth, whether of the
bourgeois right or the Stalinist left, depoliticizes and camouflages
social conflicts and inequities precisely because its mode of thought
always secks to resolve contradictions and find harmonies at a
higher order of ‘natural’, ‘sacred’, or *eternal’ cultural objectives. ®
Barthes himself, however, warned that spelling out mythical
meaning may put one in complicity with myth-makers. Political
myth-makers, notes Jonathan Culler, in his commentary on
Barthes, now publicly glorify and mythologize the art of image-
making.’ Advertisers easily incorporate the liberated,
"‘demythologised’ woman into the symbolism of products. The
danger of demythologising is that it simply substitutes one
conception of nature for another. Barthes suggests that the quest
for social justice should avoid mythologising itself by keeping close
to the language and actions of the poor and the oppressed, and
Himmelstein proposes that this can be done through a kind of
alternative, oppositional, community-based media that is the ‘voice
of the voiceless'.?

Some media scholars., such as Silverstone, would question the
analysis of cultural myths as simply a form of political idcology.
Myth and TV are ideological, but culeure is a more basic
constitutive clement of all human activity. Nevertheless, given the
tact that power relations influence our cultural constructions so
deeply, the question remains how we can ever gain a more Yjust” and
human’ perspective outside the subjectivities of culture.
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Subverting Myth by Parable

Dorminic Crossan in his book, The Dark Interval,® suggests that the
genres of narrative form a contnuum from myth at one pole
through apeloguie, action, satire, to parable at the opposite pole. Myth
(as Silverstone and others assert) establishes 2 world of cultural
meanings by putting meanings into an orderly history marching
toward man-made objectives. A pologre begins to realize that myths
are abitrarily constructed, burt attempts to detend and shore up
tottering myths with new arguments. Action refers to stories of
people who realize myths are threatened by problems and contra-
dictions, but seek to resolve these by heroic feats against evil, Satire
attacks the absurdities of constructed rationality, but without the
courage to totally and definitively transcend myth. Only parableis
willing to step outside the secure world of myth by asserting that
all myths are arbitzary, partial. short-sighted and absurd if they are
raken as the final word of human wisdom.

With examples drawn from sources as diverse as Kafka’s Parables
and Paradoxes to the parables of Jesus, Crossan shows that the
classical structure of parable is to begin the story by setting up
expectations of an ending based on our standard cultural
conventions. But the parable presents an outcome which is such an
unusual combination of reasonableness and unconventionality that
we begin to question the reasonableness of our cultural standards.
In Katka's story, ‘Before the Law ", the doorkeeper states to the man
seeking entrance to the door of Law, *No one but you could gain
admittance through the door since the door was intended only for
you. I am now going to shue it’". In Jesus™ parable of the Good
Samaritan, it is not the Levite or priest—the culturally esteemed
helpers of the unfortunate—who interrupt their journey to Jericho
to assist the man attacked and left by the roadside, but the Samaritan
whom the cuiture defined as without values or human sensitivity.

II: How Television Tells Stories

Silverstone and others argue that the specific language of TV,
which producers must master and audiences learn, is that of
narrative.'* The raw cultural materials that TV uses—personal lives
and development efforts of nations—are already ‘stories’ that
people are “writing’ in their day-ro-day actions, but TV rewrites
the world in terms of a folkrale-like plot with well-defined heroes,
villains, contests and victorious outcomes.

Why is TV a Narrative Language?

The narrative discourse of TV has emerged out of a folktale trad-
ition as old as humankind, but more directly from the nineteenth
century transformation of the daily media from a forum for elitist
debate into popular enfertainment. The founders of the cheap ‘penny
newspaper’ in the 1830s created a mass market by adapting to
newspaper formats the popular oral, face-to-face, leisure-time
entertainment. The exchange of zossipy stories about sensational
crimes, the human weaknesses of the aristocratic, major political
debates and reports of the bactles of war became the ‘news’ of the
popular press. All forms of story telling, from heroic adventures
to ghost tales, entered the popular press as short stories or serialised
novels, New communication technologies—recorded sound, film,
radio and TV—in their search tor a mass market adopted the same
entertaining, story-telling formuar,

Oral Language has a Narrative Structure

Secondly, TV is broadcast to a whole nation and must be castin a
language of familiar symbols. tolktale plots and national or cosmic
myths that are instantly understandable to all in the audience. Inthe
terminology of British sociolinguist Basil Bernstein, TV uses a
public, ‘restricted’ language. that is, restricted to a discourse
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Parables, suggests Crossan, state that all our rationality may be
toolishness and alt our stories are relative. [fmyth always wants to
transform the world in our own image, parables say that we should
also embrace the paradoxes, failures, and strange mixture of good
and evil if we are to love the world, *warts and all’.

In the popular arts, the paradoxical ‘reversal of expectations’.
whichiis at the heart of the parable form of narrative, is more often,
associated with the films of a Godard {(Alphaville, Pierrot le Fou
Aleman (Nashville, The Wedding) or Kubrick (A Clockwork Orangcr
Many TV critics. however, have suggested that the American
independent producer of prime-time TV series, MTM, has used
plots and production techniques in series such as The Mary Tyler
Muore Show, Low Grant and Hill Streer Blies which systematically
reverse audience expectations as a form of cultural questioning. '*
Hill Street Blues, which uses the classical ‘potice, law-and-order’
genre, is taken as one of the best examples of this. The series has
attemnpted (in its best moments) to portray the police not as
invincible and unerring heroes, but with all their human
weaknesses, interpersonal competition and emotional conflicts.
Offenders appear as people struggling for a humane existence, and
the audience is left with the nagging doubt that perhaps those
defined as criminals may have more nobility and wisdom than the
police who wear uniforms and have the dubious mandate of
defending an often self-righteous, exploitative propertied class.

The parable form of TV is not easy to achieve with genres of soap
opera or situation comedy that have evolved to entertain audiences
with myth. Parable must tread a fine line between simple realism,
grotesque cynicism, moralistic platitudes or political harangue to
suggest alternative human values. At best, TV may enable us to
catch fleeting glimpses of parable.

common to all. Like the conversation of a family or folk
community, TV must presuppose the living cultural memory ofa
national or international audience and is full of unexplained
allusions, symbols and non-verbal iconic references that are taken
for granted. As McLuhan and others have noted, TV is an oral
medium and, like other oral discourse, is held together by narrative
formulas which can be memorised. The classic example is the singer
of an epic ballad who can recount a long story entirely by memeory
because the details are suggested by the structure of the complete
story. In contrast. with written or print media information is stored -
and memory is dispensed with. Written media make it possible to
record lists of precise data and long abstract arguments which are
impossible co memorise. TV is like an ongoing conversation of the
local, national and international community in which the latest
news, drama, sports and fashions are but the latest episode of a
continual cultural story.

The Narrative Language of Moving Pictures

Like cinema, TV has a specific ‘language’ to convey meaning based
on a combination of sound, music and especially moving pictures.
As French semiotician of film, Christian Metz, points out, the units
of film language such as a shot or sequence are given specific
meaning only through their integration in a complete narrative
plot. Unlike natural language, in which words can have adictionary
meaning apart from the context of use, the units of film language
are each unique and have a virtually endless connotative signi
icance depending on their location within the sequence of the
moving picturcs, The finished plot gives each film shot its particular
meaning.
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Story Telling is a Deceptively Complex Art

Silverstone uses the structuraliss analysis of folktales and narrative
proposed by Vladamir Propp'? and A.]. Greimas'® as well as the
interpretations of mythic narrative to explain how TV succeeds in
constructing astory. [n Silverstone’s view there are threclevelsin
TV narrative: 1) the themacic content taken from everyday life; 2
a suspenseful duronolvgival ordering of events that moves action
through a framed period of time to a sausfying resolution of a

rjuestion or problem; and 3} the cultural fogic that makes actors,

dvents and situations in the constructed story representative
symbols of the tensions and problems experienced by audiences so
the logic of symbolic transformations in the story suggests possible
solutions to current cultural issues. Silverstone also implies a fourth
level, the applicadon of archetypal mvthic formulas of good
trivmphant over evil that are often universal, trans-cultural
attempts to give meaning to the ultimate mysterics of human
existence.

Silverstone illuserates this method of inalysing TV stories by
applying it to a thirteen-cpisode TV drama, Inthnate Strangers,
screened by the British commercial channel each Friday evening
in the aurtumn of 1974 and viewed by an audience ranging from
+.344.000 ro 5,874,000 homes throughout Britain.

Level 1: The Content of Everyday British Life
The theme of Intinate Strangers, though not a simple formulaic
Hellywood adventure show, was potentally an engaging drama
for many urban, middle-class Britons, tecause it touched upon
problems so typical of their lives. In the first episode, the apparent
hero, Harry. a middle-aged editor in a London publishing house,
caughr in the pressures of competitive careers in a competitive
industry, has a heart attack and neatly dies. The doctor orders Harry
to give up his job. This destruction of his life ambitions brings
family economic crisis, throws his superficial marriage relationship
with Joan into confusion, and creates emotional tensions that
l-' alicnate the children, themselves beginning to contemplate
“wnarriage. In succeeding episodes, Harry's repeated attempts to find
work are humiliatingly defeated. Harry and Joan separate, dally
with sexual relationships outside marriage and plan divorce. Their
house s to be sold. Ironicaily, the emoticnai arguments of Joanand
Harry and fumbling attempts to alternately blame and help each
other bring a new level of frank communication between them.
Slowly, with the help of conversations with intermediaries such as
Joan's female doctor, Harry and Joan rebuild their lives together.
Harry gives up his career aspirations to take over a little bookshop
in suburban London that has been managed. significantly, by a frail
elderly woman, and Joan asserts her female independence by taking
ajob outside the home. Harry and Joan sell their house in London
and. in the closing helicopter shot, the couple ate shown in the midst
of an open field pacing off the outlines of the cotzage they planto
build in an idy!lic village on the outskirts of London.

Level 2: The Folktale Narrative
Vladimir Propp. in his study of the formal structure of Russian
falktales, proposes no less than thirty-one essential functional parts
that move a plot to its completion. The most essential are the
problem, villainy or *lack’ which rupture the order and equilibrium
oflife and demand a solution; the here and villain; the despatcher who
gives the hero che legitimating mandate of the communicy; the
various helpers and intermediaries who often represent the wisdom,
values and mythic formulas of the culture; the object of the hero’s
-search, which reflects priority values of the culture; the tests and
pntests which bring out the hero's values: the tinal trizinpht of the
hero: the reward of the hero with the princess: the final communal
cefebration of re-establishment of socio-cultural solidarity and order.
A psycho-social drama such as Intimate Strangers reveals much of

the folkeale structure, but also has profound nuances reflecting a
contemporary world-view of good and evil. The story is set in
motion by three intimately related problems: a physical disorder,
Harry's heartartack; a secial disorder, the breakdown of amarriage
relationship; and a enftural disorder, the collapse of Harry's career.
Villainy is never personified, but is attributed vaguely to the socio-
economic ‘system’. The disorders of this ‘system' are portrayed as
internalised in the personalities of Harry and Joan so that these two
people are both heroes and villains. The tests, too, are psycho-
logical. The wise intermediaries are doctors and personal friends
who have experienced similar marital traumas. The heroes never
attempt to challenge the “system’ but simply reject it for an aleer-
native life-style.

Level 3: The Cultural Logic of TV Symbols

In his analysis of mythic narratives, Levi-Strauss argues that the
apparently fantastic stories of princes being turned into frogs are
not haphazard dreams but are symbolic representations of basic
social and cultural issues. Myths take common objects in the lives
of people—animals, geographical locations, hetoic persons—and
organise these symbols within dramatic narratives as binary
oppositions so that these symbols represent deeper contlicts of
values and meaning that the culture is facing. The story of the myth
first presents the oppositions and then, through the action of
mediators, brings these symbols into harmony indicating a logical
resolution in the deeper construction of meaning. A cuitural conflict
is often symbolically portraved with not just one set of binary
opposites but through a series of parallel codes: geographieal codes
{near-distant, high-low}; physical codes (life-death); social codes
{male-female, high and low status); economic codes (production-
CONSUMption); etc.

Thus, in Intimate Strangers geographical locale has a symbolic
significance that British audiences can recognise and identify with
from the experience of their own lives. The ‘city’ is the savage
Jungle and source of economic conflict, physical ill health and
tamily breakdown. The ‘garden’ in the back of the home and the
natural beauty of the country Lake District in the North of England
are places where Harry rests and restores his health as well as where
Harry and Joan meet to begin reconciliation. In the social code,
certain places and activities are svmbols of masculinity—the city
and the world of economic competition—or femininity--the
heme, the kitchen, the garden where Joan likes to work and a small
bookshop run by an elderly lady, The symbolic transforma-
tions-—Harry’s rejection of the “city’, spending time in the garden,
taking over the bookshop, and Harry and Joan’s move to the
country—are the transformations of personal values and social roles
presented in this drama as one solution to tensions in British society.

Level 4: The Mythic Formula
Intinate Strangers provides an early 1970s counter-culture plot
resolution with a reversal of male and fernale roles and a rejection
of capitalistic competitive ambitions. It also reaffirms the archetypal
teans-cultural mythic quests for family unity and the return to
nature. Silverstone also suggests that “the story of Harry has, albeit
in its entirely mundane way, something of the Christ myth about
it. It is a story of his (near) death and resurrection, of construction
of a new life and the treading ot'the steady path towards utopia.’
All ot'these levels are brought together in a single interwoven,
seamtless narrative by what Silverstone calls the ‘thetoric” of TV,
the persuasive invitation to accept the plausibility of the story
because it resolves ¢ontradictions and helps both producers and
viewers make sense out of their cultural situation. If one of these
levels is somehow missing or badly constructed. then the story is
less satistying, less convincing and less an invitation to re-enact the
story in our own lives.
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I1I: Television As Ritual Experience

Horace Newcomb and Robert Alley. The Producer’s Meditm: Conversations with Creators of Amierican T1. New York: Oxtord University
Press, 1983, Victor Turner. From Ritwal 1o Theatre: The Fluna Scrviousness of Play. New York: Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982

In the mid-1970s the cultural studies school of media rescarch
began to question the then dominant analysis of media as the
transport of messages from a source to impress effects on relatively
passive receivers for purposes of socialisation and social control.
Rescarchers began to see audiences as much more active, selectively
taking symbols and themes from the media in the process ot making
sense out of life and constructing their own worlds of cultural
meaning. ' * James Carey proposed that the media might be better
understood as a collective rirual which draws together creative
artists, producers, critics and various sectors ot a national audience
ina commeon effortto express, reflect upon and celebrate the shared
beliefs of a culture. !’ George Gerbner also suggested that today
TV, inits ritualised and repetitive dramatisation of svmbols, norms
and values plays a role similar to popular religion. ** Since the 1970s
media researchers have been exploring the subjecrive experience
of TV in terms of concepts of ritual experience developed by
anthropologists such as Victor Turner.

The Link Between Ritual and Theatre

In the view of Victor Turner, the contemporary performative arts
such as theatre, rock concerts and mass media entertainment have
evolved out of ritual and communal celebration of pre-industrial
societies and provide a similar cultural experience. Turner insisted
that the meaning of ritual is not repetitive action, but a mechanism
for change or transition in personal lives or in communities.

Turner and others found, for example. thatin rites of initiation
into adulthood or kingly leadership. there are three stages: 1) the
initiates are taken out of the routine of daily pragmatic concern with
short-term goals; 2) they enter into a symbolically created world
of mythic history and values; 3) they return to the communiry to
assume new roles embued with a new vision. Turner described
stage two of the transitional experience s "liminal’, from the Latin
fimen or threshold, because it took the initiates to a ‘threshold’
between two worlds: a world of romumiras or utopian communal
sharing, equality and human love in contrast to societas, that is, a
world of authority, social ranking and economic competitiveness.
The liminal state is one of free-ranging. subjective expressiveness,
at times deeply poetic and ecstatic. in contrast to focussed
rationalistic coping with immediate life problems.

Turner also observed the stages of disengagement, liminality and
return in the seasonal communal celebrations of agrarian societics,
in religious pilgrimage, religious novitiates and in ‘retreats’.!” He
termed monastic communities and the roles ot creative arcists or the
academic world as liminal, Theatre has much of the essence of
liminality. namely, "a free and expertmental region of culture, a
region where not only new elernents but also new combinating
rules may be introduced.”

Leisure as a Space for the Liminal

Industrial societies, Turner notes, sharply divide our lives into
periods of work, when we do the bidding of factories and
burcaucracies. and feisure, when our time is our own and
imagination and emotions can roam free. Currentrescarch shows
that leisure is not just physical rest from work, but the time when
we have the freedom for more ingmarte family and comnunity
relations and. especially, time to explore alternatives in values and
personal identities. ' For example, the period o “youth’, when we
are deciding on carcers, marriage and life values, is culturally atime
ofgreater leisure. Today, public entertainmient, tourism, the per-
formative arts and especially TV are major leisure-time activities
that provide an imaginative space o loave behind cveryday routines
and examine broader meanings of lite.
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Bernice Martin, in her studies of the utopian counter-cultural
movements of the 1960s, concluded that permanent states of pure
liminaliry are difficult to maintain and that most cultures *frame’
liminal experience in periods of festive holidays or periocr
of leisure when emotional. imaginative expressiveness is
permitted. '? Martin, like media researchers Eliku Katzand Horace
Newcomb, sees TV as one of the major forms of ‘framed’ liminal
experience today.

How is TV Liminal?

Newcomb observes that TV is a fictional world or a highly
selective, constructed presentation of documentary and news that
discances us from real life but also offers a running commentary and
discussion of that life, In the TV experience. we relax our estab-
lished expectations of rationaliry, enter into other possible worlds
of meaning and then return to our ‘real’ world with somewhat
changed perspectives that enable us to modify that world.

Turner felt that the performative arts of modern socicties provide
a liminal experience that is tar more diverse, optional and critical
of culture. The liminal today is also more subjective and playful than
the prescribed ritual and communal celebrations of pre-industrial
societies. He therefore termed the experience of contemporary
performance and the mass media as ‘iminoid’ racher than strictly
liminal.

Newcomb, in contrast to Turner, argues that TV, as a popular
art is at irs best when ir is 2 national communal experience.’”
Newcomb would admit that Western societies since the age of
Romanticism have tended ro characterise the artistic as daring
innovation and a lyric expression of the artist’s unique, subjective
feelings. TV, however, has 1 cultural role similar to that of the
chorus in Greek drama. The chorus had the function ofprovidinc
a commentary on the dramaric action in a form that represented the '
ideas, emotions and questions of the audience. TV is ‘choric” when
it presents widely shared cultural experience and memories that
audiences can enter into, question and criticise because it is, in
varying degrees, their life. Tn Newcomb's view, Tyric TV’, which
emphasises the subjective experience of the artist, is often not so
successful either with the critics or the audience because it does not
speak the public language of TV.

The Future of Analysis of TV as Myth and Ritual
Uniil recently. media research has used the concepts of cultural-
anthropology primarily to scudy the programming content and
production processes of TV. The “text’ of TV is takenasa collective
culeural product of society and a reflection of the dynamics of
culrural production in that socicty. There has been relatively little
audience-level rescarch to test the assumption that audiences
actually do experience TV in mythic terms or as a form of ritual.
This would require using not just the concepts of the cultural
anchropologists but aiso the field research methods of ethnographic
description, participant observation and in-depth interviewing. In
fact, a signiticant trend in media research is the use of forms of
audience ethnography. One can cite, for example, the participant
observations of how families use TV * or the gathering of in~depth
life histories of followers ot a TV programme to determine how
viewers pick out clements of a TV programime to construct their
own cultural world-views.*? This promises an important new
stage in TV research thar will balance the incompleteness
quantitative audience survey methods.

Robert A. White
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as Myth and Ritual

MEXICO

Jorge Gonzalez (Programa Cultural, Univ Ze Colima. Apdo Postal 294, Colima, 2800)
and Gabriel G. Molina (Dept. of Comm Studies, Univ de las Américas, Apdo 100,
Puebla, 72820) are studying: 1) structuralis malysis expressions of folk communication
in religious art and customs, fiestas and foikzales; 2) how the production of telenavelas
in TELEVISA incorporates folk themes: 3+ how different scgments of the TV audience
reconstruct the meaning of tefenmoekss in serms of their own folk culture,

NETHERLANDS

Uta Meier ([nst for Mass Comm, Katholieke Univ, 6500 HK-Nijmegen), as part of a larger
study ot “TV as Creation of Culture’ ar this university, is analysing how audiovisual
cades mediate particular conceptions of feminine sex roles in TV drama and talkshows.

PERU

Max Tello Charun (Facultad de Ciencias de la Comunicacion, Univ de Lima, Apdo Postal
832, Lima 100} is studying how telenorelas express the Latin American tradition of
meledrama and audiences identify with characters, plots and mythic ideals.

UNITED KINGDOM

Sonia Livingstone {Dept. of Experimental Psychology, Oxford Univ, Oxtord OX1 2]D)
has been using a combination of semiotic-structuralist analysis and social psychological
coneepts of personality to study viewers interpretations of gender, social power and
morality expressed in charaeter portrayals of American (Daflas) and British (Coronation
Street) soap operas.

Roger Silverstone (Depr. of Human Sciences. Brunel Univ. Uxbridge, Middx UBS
3PH} has extended his study of the mvthic ind rhetorical aspects of TV o audience
ethnography analysing how families use the materials of TV to construct their own
cuirural interpretacions in the context of evervday life.

UNITED STATES

Elizabeth Buck {Inst of Culture and Communication, East-West Crr, 1777 East-West
Road, Henololu, HI 96848) is preparing a book on how mythic-narrative
representations of native Hawaiian identivv in Hawatian music (chant, bula and con-
tempaorary pop music) have been meditied with changing socio-economic conditions,
She s alsa seeking contributors o an edited boek on the role of media in national mythic
identities.

Farrell Corcoran (Dept. of Communicarion Studies, Northerr [Hinois Univ, De Kalb.
IL 60115} continues studies of TV as myth and ideology.

Stewart Hoover (School of Communications. Temple Univ, Philadelphia, PA 19122)
has recently completed Mass Media Religron: Tie Secial Sowrces of the Electronic Clivrch
based on life-history approaches to audience ethnography and interpreting the para-
church phenomenen in terms of ¥ Turrer's conception of ritual liminality and
commnitas.

Douglas Kellner (Dept of Philosophy. Univ of Texas, Austin, TX 78712) in recent
articles examines how TV is developing 2 dezper identity with the dominant myths of
capitalist sociery and is destroying the possibalicy of alternative critical decoding through
intermediate structures of echnic groups. social class and comniunicy identitics.

Jack Lule (Facuity of Communication, Univ of Tulsa, Tulsa, OK 74104) has been using
the ermeneutic approach of Ricocur. the dramatism of Burke and myth interpretation
o Levi-Strauss to analvse the mythic strucoure of international news,

Eric Rothenbuhler {Depr. of Communicatgon Studies, Univ of lowa, lowa City, [A
52242y has conducted research on living room celebrations' of national ricualistic *civic
religion’ niedia events such as Olympic games using the media event theory of Katz
and Davan, and Turner's concept of liminaliey.

Pavid Thorburn (Director of Film and Media Studies, M.LT. Cambridge, MA 02139)
is developing an aesthetic theory of TV based on the analysis of the traditional myth
and steev systens {consensus narrative) of our cultures.
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Carey, James W (od ) Mudia, Myths and Narratives: Telewision and the Press, {Sage
Annual Reviews of Communication Research, Vol 13). Newbury Park, CA:
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Roger Silverstone, David Thorburn, Horace Newcomb, Tamar Lickes and
Flihu Katz. Stewart Hooever. Jimmie Reeves and Michae! Schudson.

Corcoran, Farrell. The Bear in the Back Yard: Myth, Ideology. and Victimage
Ritual in Soviet Funerals'. Comnication Monographs, Vol 50, Deceniber 1983
op. 303-320. Excellent application of Barthes’ conceptot myth andideology
to cold war news reporting.

Kellner, Douglas. “Television, Mythology and Ritual’, Praxis, No 6 {1982},
pp. 133-155. Analyscs mythic themes in various TV genres,

*Media Myths®. Mudia Devefopment, 342 (1987). Nine articles provide inter-
national, cross-cuituraj analvsis of myth in inedia.

*Media Politics: Myths and Realities’, journal of Communzeation, 30/4 {Autumn
1980), pp.102-166. Seven articles examine American politcal campaigns as
svmbolic rienal.

Masterman, Len (ed.) Tulevision Mythologivs: Stars Shows and Signs. Londen:
Comedia Publishing Greup & Methuen, 1984, 145pp. Application of
Barthes’ critical cultural analysis of mythn various media genres: partcularly
wuseful for teachers of media education.

Montague, Susanand W Arens (eds.) The Amertican Dimension: Cultival Myths
and Social Realities, 2nd ed. Sherman Qaks. CA: Alfred Publishing Co, 1981
167pp. They argue that media entertaimment and pop culire reveal key
American cultural values.

Newcomb, Horace {ed.} Television: The Critical e, 4th od, New York:
Oxford Univ Press, 1987, 647pp. Best representation of theory, method and
topics of American cultural studies approach to media criticism.

Rowland, Willard D Jrand Bruce Watkins {eds.) Iitorpretitg Television: Current
Research Perspertives. Beverlev Hills, CA; Sage Publications, [984. 293pp. Vol
12 of Sage Annual Reviews of Communicanion Research focusses on
concepts and methods of analysing TV as a text for interpreting cultures,

Sheehan, Helena. Jrish Tefevision Drama: A Society and Its Stories. Dublin: Radio
Telefis Eirean, 1987, 470pp. Examines how the historical development ot
Irish TV drama provides a mythic interprecation of changes in Irish society.

Smith, Stephen A Myth, Media and rhe Southern Mind. Fayetteville: The Univ
of Arkansas Press, 1985, 207pp. Uses mythological, thetorical analysis to
discover the new culture emerging in the southern region of the USA.

Mythic and Narrative Structure of Media

Allen, Robert C. Speakintg of Soap Operas. Chapel Hill: Univ of North Carolina
Press. 1983, 245 pp. Exantines American soap opera as a narrative form.
cultural product and source of aesthetic pleasure and proposes a new ‘poetics
of the media™ approach to media studies.

Altheide, David L and Robert P, Snow. Media Lagic. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage
Publications. 1979.256 pp. Argues that the logic, narrative structure, format
and cultural impact derives fromt the fact that TV is essentially entertainment.

Bermudez, Manuel. La ficcion marrativa en radio y television. Caracas, Venezuela:
Monte Avila Editores, 1980, 227 pp. Applies Latin American teadition of
scmiological analysis to the radio- and relenovela.

Cassata, Mary and Thomas Skill (eds.) Life om Daytitne Television: Tumning in
American Serial Drama. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing Corp, 1983. 214 pp-
Especially goed analysis of the role of music, settings and interpersonal
interactions in the narrative of daytmme serials.

Cawelti, John C. Adventure, Mystery and Romance. Chicago: Univ of Chicago
Press. 1976. 336 pp. Classic study of the formulas and archerypal patterns
of adventure, mystery, romance, and melodrama story forms and their
cultural functions.

Ellis, John. Visible Fictions: Cinena, Television, bides, London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul. 1982. 295 pp. Themes include analysis of cinema and broadcast TV
as narration, sound and image, and cultural event.

Fiske, John and John Hartley. Reading Tefevision. Londou: Methuen, 1978. 223
op. Applics Barthes’ conceprion of myth to TV and proposes theory of the
*bardic’ functions ot TV.

Piske, John. Television Crlrure. London: Methuen, 1987.353 pp. Good summary
of current trends in structuralise, cultural studies approaches to television
research.

Gubern, Roman. La nrirada optilenta: Exploracicn de la icotusfera contemporduica.
{The Gpulert View: Exploration of Comtemporary Iconospheré) Barcelona: Edirorial
Gustavo Gili, 1987. 426 pp. How the scructure of the visualin photography,
posters. film and relevision, with its underlying mythic pateern, intluences
cultural world views.

Journal of Communication, Vol 35, No 6 (Autumn 1985), Features five
articles on ' Homo Narrans: Story-Telling in Mass Culeure and Everyday
Lite™.

Kaminsky, Stuart M with Jetfrey H Mahan. Awerican Teievision Genres.
Chicago: Nefson-Hall, 1985, 220pp. Applies methods of literary criticism,
sesthetics and strucruralist analysis of narcative to game shows, police storics
and soap opera.

Krishen, Pradip (ed.) ludia fnrenational Contre Cuearterly, Vol 8/1{1981). *Indian
Popultar Cinena: Myth, Meaning arxd Metaphor™. 128 pp. Analysis of Indian
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myth and foiktale in Indian film.

Leymore, Varda Langholz. Hidden Myth: Strucnire and Symboligm i Advertising.
Londen: Heineman Educational Books, 1975, Application of Levi-Strauss’
theory of mvth to advertsing.

Martin, Stuart M, ] Medhurst and Thomas W Benson (eds.) Rhetorical
Dinrensions e Media: A Critical Casehook. Dubuque, Iowa: Kendall-Hunt
Publishing Ce. 1984. 108 pp. Applics principles of thetorical analysis to TV,
film, radio, <attoons, music, magazines, public leteers and fiterature. 7(-

Primean, Ronald. The Rheroric of Telfevision. New York: Longman, 1979.17%
pp. Popular textbook on language of TV.

Thorburn, David. “Tulevision as an Acsthetic Medium', Critical Studies in Mass
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aesthetic, literary approaches to TV, proposing concept of ‘consensus
narrative’.

Tulloch, John and Manuel Alvarado. Doctor Who: The Uifolding Text. London:
Macmillan Publishers, 1983, 342 pp. Analysis ofa science-fiction series, with
SeCtion On NArrative structure.

Williamson, Judith, Decoding Advertisements: Ideology and Meaning in Advertising.
London: Marion Bovars, 1978, 180 pp. Excellent Marxist analysis of
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Audience Experience of Television

Ang, Ten. [Varching Dallas: Soap Gpera and the Melodramatic Imagination. London:
Methuen. 1983, Translated by Della Couling. 148pp. Develops theory of
audience pleasure. identification with TV characters and fantsy.

Browne, Ray B. Ritrals and Ceremonivs in Popuelar Cuiture. Bowling Green, Ohio:
Bowling Green Univ. Popular Press, 1980, 349 pp. Articles on rituals in
everyday life, including TV viewing as a ritual.

Fischer, Rosa Maria Bueno. O Mito na Sala de Jantar: discirso infanto-juvenit sobre
televisdo. (Myth in the Dining Room: Discourse of Children-Youth about
Television). Porte Alegre. Brazil: Editora Movimento. 131pp. How children
interpret the mythic dimensions of TV.

Goethals, Gregor T. The TV Ritual: [Vorship at the Video Aftar. Boston: Beacon
Press, 1981, 164 pp. Analyses TV as form of contemporary icon and ritual.

Hobson, Dorothy. Crossroads: The Drama of Svap Opera. London: Methuen.
1982, 176 pp. Includes chapters on how audicnces actively relive TV
portrayals in their own lives.

Hodge, Bob and David Tripp. Children and Television: A Sentiotic Approaci.
Cambridge: Polity Press and Basic Blackwell, 1986.233 pp. Book of major
importance. Uses concepts of myth and ideology to analyse how children
construct their own world views from TV at ditferent stages of development.

Media, Culture and Society Vol 3/2 (April 1983). Issue on ‘Broadcasting
Rituals’,

Morley, David. The “Natiomwide’ Audience: Structure and Decoding. London:
British Film Institute, 1980. This smady of audience interpretations of a current
affairs programme showed thar ideological influcnces are difficult to predict
and that audiences do not always decode according to social status.

Schechner, Richard. Benween Theatre and Anthropology. Phitadelphia: Univ of
Pennsylvania Press, 1983, 342 pp. Explores V Turner’s concept of liminal
experience in performance theory, in theatre andintypes of TV programmes.

Stivers, Richard. Evil in Modern Myth and Rinwal. Athens, Georgia: Univ of
Georgia Press. 1982, 189 pp. Uses Turner’s conception of liminality to
analyse ritual in contemporary sccular culture.
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