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Preface 

This dissertation is the result of a senes of events which led me deep into the world of 

cyberspace and provided me with direct expenence of the unique dynamics of a novel medium. 

In 1990 Professor Gregory Bloomquist encouraged me to use the Internet for my Master of Arts 

research in the field of early Judaism and Christianity. By joinuig the o n h e  e-mail conference, 

loudaios, I was able to access dozens of scholars fiom around the world. This greatly facilitated 

my research and convinced me of the power of the Intemet as a scholarly communication tool. 

These were the 'pioneering days' ofthe 'Net.' Using an '8088' with a monochrome amber 

monitor, a 1200 baud modem, and a University of Ottawa Intemet account 1 began to document 

electro-onic journals and newsletters for the Office of Scientific Publisbg at the Association of 

Research Libraries (U.S .) between 199 1 and 19% .' During the same time 1 created an 

experimentd electronic publication called CONTENTS which published the 'grey literature' of 

the Religious Studies Department, University of Ottawa. Using the Internet publishing systems 

known as Gopher, mail serves, and FTP (File Transfer Protocol) I archived bibliographies, 

research papers, and complete dissertations produced by the students and professors of the 

'Michad S trangelove and Diane Kovacs. Directory of Electronic Journals, Newsletters, 
and Acadernic Discussion Lisrs, edited by A m  Okerson. (Washington, DC: Association of 
Research Libraries, 199 1, 1 992, 1993). In the first edition (1 99 1) of the Directory 1 documented 
1 10 electronic joumals and newsletters available on the Intemet. By 1998 the seventh edition 
documented over 3,400 seria1 titles, twice as many as were included in the sixth edition. An 
Association of Research Libraries press release notes tliat, "Sumrnary anaiysis of the e n ~ e s  in 
this year's Dil-ectory indicate that, out of 1,465 tifles categonzed as electronic jounials, 1,002 are 
peer-reviewed and 708 charge in some marner for access. In the 1996 edition, 47 joumals were 
peer-reviewed and 168 were only available on a fee bais. hcreasingly, traditional print 
publishers are making their tities available electronically. These exist both as e-versions of their 
paper products and as new electronk products that supplement or replace the print journal. 
Scientific journals constitute the greatest number of enû-ies in the journals section, with 29%. 
Fourteen percent of the journal titles are categorized as arts and humanities journals, while 28% 
are social science titles." See arl.cni.org/scomm/edir/pr97.hrml located April 1998. 



Department (the World Wide Web was still three years away). niese two projects, the 

Directory and CONTENTS, Ied me to consider the possibility that cyberspace (the Internet) was 

evolving into a novel fonn of mas communication which would change the communication and 

learning process of individuals and institutions. 1 began to explore historical precedents of new 

modes of communication which would shed light on the social effect of th is novel medium. 

In early 1993 1 began writing for the newsstand magazine, OnZine Access, (now sadly out 

of print) with a focus on the social and commercial possibilities of cyberspace. This led me to 

consider how the nse of electronic mass media systems provided the socializïng infrastructure for 

modern capitalism. In 1994, with the publication of my self-published book, How to Advertise 

on the rizternet, 1 developed an economic and social theory which explained cyberspace as the 

eagmentation of commercial monopolies and the democratization of mass communication. 

This dissertation represents the refmement of my early speculations on the nature of 

cyberspace. By combining an economic and political notion of mass communication with an 

anthropological mode1 of symbol systems and social reproduction 1 hope to shed light on how 

cyberspace represents a new form of social reproduction within media culture. In my earlier 

writing 1 have used the phrase "Eiectric Gaia" as a metaphor for the reorganization of media 

culture inherent within cyberspace.' Electric Gaia provides a metaphor for the rise of globalized 

feedback, collective memory, and a new form of social interconnectedness and accountability 

inherent within cyberspace. The following is one more tentative step towards descnbing the 

possibilities which miilions of Internet users are creating through the realm of cyberspace. 

'~ ichae l  S trangelove. 'The Essential Internet: The Birth of Vimial Culture and Global 
Community," Online Access, October 19%. 28-30. 



Abstract 

This dissertation examines how cyberspace will impact upon m a s  media's socialization 

process within media culture. Mass media is defined as an élite-owned system which produces a 

limited nurnber of symbols that socialize the audience according to the requirements of the 

economic system. The audience of mass media is described as located within media culture 

which is the location of media's symbol-flow. Cyberspace is defined as structurally- 

dZerentiated £iom mass media. Its distributed design has made it impossible for monopolistic 

ownership or state control to regulate cornpletely the flow of symbols (communication and 

content production). Thus I conclude that cyberspace represents the dernocratization of symbol- 

flow (or the radicalization of free expression) within media culture. 

Case studies of media texts and events demonstrate the stmctually-differentiated syrnbol- 

flow of mass media and cyberspace, the former being highly-constrained by the economic 

system, the latter exhibiting a highly-unconstrained flow of symbols (with symbols equivalent to 

shared meaning and values). With these two different types of media systems, constrained and 

unconstrained syrnbol-flow, I then apply a mode1 of symbol-flow as a form of cultural 

reproduction. Mary Douglas' theory of collective memory describes culture as the arena of 

shared implicit assumptions about humans and nature. These assumptions are embedded in 

symbols which act as a form of social meta-communication. The social order is comrnunicated 

through the symbols which are in use within social interaction. Collective memory allows us to 

analyse mass media as a highiy-controlled form of social reproduction (thus the success and 

power of its socialization process is explained). Collective memory also allows us to i d e n w  

how cyberspace will impact upon the socialization process of mass media. 



If the econornic system is highly dependent upon mass media's constrained flow of 

symbols for its socialization effect (and it is), then unconstrained communicati~d~ymb~l-flow 

within cyberspace represents the potential subversion of the dominant rneanings and values 

which are reproduced through mass media. 1 argue that cyberspace potentially undennines the 

socialization process established through mass media. Collective memory provides a t001 for 

examining the implications of a structurally-differentiated mode of communication (cyberspace) 

which has arisen within media culture in the late twentieth century. 
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Introduction 

In this dissertation 1 argue that cyberspace subverts (undermines) or contradicts the values 

of the current economic system. This argument is estabfished through the use of an 

anthropological mode1 of communication known as public, or collective, memory. Collective 

rnemory explains the reproduction of the social order through the communication of symbols 

which embody shared assumptions at the foundation of social order. Mass media provides a 

focus for exarnining the communication of symbols within contemporary society. I will argue 

that mass media exercises defuiitional control over social reality by reproducing implicit 

assumptions characteristic of the economic system. After establishing that this definitional 

control rests in the hands of mass media and the élite I will then demonstrate that 

cyberspace undermines this control through its unconstrained flow of symbols. Case studies wiU 

establish the nature of mass media's definitional control and the nature of cyberspace's 

subversive symbol-Row. Collective memory will then serve as a concephml basis fiom which 

one c m  explore how a new form of symbol-flow within media culture subverts the dennitional 

control of mass media and thereby redefines the limits to thought widiin social worlds under the 

influence of the economic system. This description of mass media as a highly constrained 

symbol set will suggest that a highly unconstrained flow of symbols (cyberspace) undermines the 

assumptions reproduced through mass media. My work can thus be identified as a theory of 

culturai change. The nature of symbols will explain how a new form of communication, 

cyberspace, necessarily entails a new social order. This analysis wiii demonstrate that cyberspace 

is both an emerging form of mass media, and that in ternis of ownership and structural 

characteristics, cyberspace is also a distinct form of mass media. 



Methodology 

Since 1985 I have studied aspects of social context and its impact upon the structure of 

thought and the formation of belief. Mer  looking at how patron-client dynamics were 

embedded in the autobiography of Flavius Josephus (Virn) in my M.A. thesis (University of 

Ottawa) 1 turned my attention to the social formation and control of thought, values, beliefs, and 

emotions within conternporary sociev. 

The broadest scope of this dissertation encornpasses the communication and reproduction 

of culture. Here anthropo logist Mary Douglas has pro vided my main methodo logical approach. 

Douglas' ethnography continues the Durkheimian project of d e f i g  the relationship between 

cosmology and social practice. I am interested in how symbols and implicit meanings 

cornrnunicate the shared social world. How does one symbol or shared value relate to other 

symbols and values? Is the 'web of meaning' tightly woven or highly fiagrnented w-ithin 

contemporary society? How do symbols within the social world cornmunicate the shared world- 

view of a group? These are some of the questions which lie at the foundation of this project. 

My research has focused upon how culture as a communicative process sets limits to 

individual fieedom by establishing perceptual and affective bias which shapes the mind to the 

structure of the social world. Following Douglas 1 have outlined a mode1 of collective memory 

which describes the c o ~ u n i c a t i o n  of culture across the social worId and also identifies the 

resistance to change within culture through pollution beliefs. Collective memory provides a 

rnetaphor for the production of symbolic systems at the local level and at the global Ievel of 

contemporary society. Collective memory also provides a tool to explore the phenomenon of 

mass behaviour within the modern context. How is mass behaviour cornmmicated and 



rnaintained within an increasingly globa'ized world-system? What are the processes behind the 

social control of thought and what are the limits and possibilities of individual fieedom? How do 

daerent symbol-sets (cosmologies) interact locally and globally? These questions 1 explore 

through cultural theory. 

The processes of globalization have also been a focus of my study- Anthony Giddens' 

concept of  reflexivity has provided me with means to relate global communication processes 

(politics, art, econornics, education and so on) to local cultural practices. Reflexivity describes 

how individu& think about what they do and alter behaviour based upon new information fkom 

the social world. Both reflexivity and collective mernory describe how symbol-sets and social 

interaction are dynarnically connected without being seen as determined by, or reducible to, the 

other. 

The focus of this study is the interaction between media and culture. A mode1 of 

collective memory and reflexivity is applied to the phenomena of m a s  media and cyberspace. 

My focus is how mass media and cyberspace are implicated in the production of mass behaviour. 

Collective memory provides a communicative mode1 of culture which usefully explains how 

global media systems are involved in the control of syrnbolic production. 

Religion provides a focus for exploring how media systems affect the communication of 

religious symbols and values. My research in this area explores how Hindi religious symbols are 

spread throughout South Asia through the indigenous film indusm. The impact of the economy 

of mass media upon American reiigious values is also explored. Sociologist Peter Beyer's 

observations on the impact of globalization upon religion provides a point of comparison for 

exarnining how globalized media systems affect religious systems. 



My interest in mass media lies in its relationship to mass production and mass 

consumption, a system herein referred to as the economic system. 1s mass media an essential 

o r d e ~ g  element of a globalized economic system? Economic theory and media theory suggest 

that this is the case. I identi@ the ordering process of mass media as the monopoiization of 

symbol production and dissemination within contemporary society. This monopolization process 

and its consequent impact upon local culture 1 explain through the mode1 of collective memory, 

which describes the relationship beîween cosmology and the social world. Do global media 

systems contribute to the hornogenization of local cultures into a 'global village'? What is the 

context of a local culture's cosmology when it is situated within the economic system? How 

does the symbol-set(@ of mass media interact with the symbol-set@) of local culture? What role 

does the perceptud and afEective bias of local culture play at the interface to globaiized symbols 

within mass media? These are the main questions I raise about mass media's participation in the 

social control of thought through the production of symbols and meanings. 

If mass media reproduces the economic system through the rnonopolization of symbols 

within media culture, then how will cyberspace impact upon this reproduction process? I define 

cyberspace as the unconstrained flow of symbols, or the democratization of syrnbol production 

and dissemination within media culture. 1s cyberspace a communicative process which threatens 

the monopolization of meaning within the economic system? These contrasting processes of 

monopolization and democratization of symbol-sets are explained through the dynamics of 

collective memory. 

1 describe mass media as a communicative process of the economic system which 

embraces al1 social structures such as education, family, state and so on. Collective memory 



enables me to describe ho w legitimation and authority are dependent upon mass media's 

saturation of the symbol systems within the social world and its exclusion of alternative symbol- 

sets. To what extent does a new mode of communication (cyberspace) enable a new set of 

symbok to arise within the social wodd? Do cultures arise out of various modes of 

communication (such as oral culture dynamics providing one mode, electronic mass media 

providing another and cyberspace defïning yet one more mode, and so on)? 1s cyberspace seen as 

a threat because it ernbodies symbols which are excluded fiom the flow of symbols within the 

economic system? Do the symbols within cyberspace represent a threat to authority within 

contemporary society? Tliese are my main research questions which explore the role of mass 

media and cyberspace within the processes of collective memory at the interface between global 

media systems and local culture. Religion, war, politics, drugs, Barbie, McDonald's, the Church 

of Scientology and the economic system are the subject of various case studies. 

My hypothesis is that, in the present period of its development, 1997 to L998, cyberspace 

subverts the symbol-flow of mass media. By cyberspace 1 mean the global intercomected 

network of cornputer networks comrnonly referred to as the Intemef but also embracing 

corporate and govemment networks, as well as dl proprietary commercial cornputer networks, 

such as Cornpuserve and America Online, wherein these networks exchange electronic mail (e- 

mail) and access the World Wide Web (Web). Mass media I defme as élite and govemment- 

O wned media systems such as publishing houses, newspapers, magazines, television, and radio. 

Symbol-flow refers to the content - texts, broadcasts, and imzges -- which is transmitted via 

media systems. Media systems are herein conceived of as syrnbol-groducing systems. 



I will argue my hypothesis by demonstrating that symbol-flow within cyberspace 

counteracts the transmission of the values implicit within the economic system which controls 

mass media and by demonstrating that cyberspace escapes the nile of law which normally 

protects the ownership of m a s  media's content. My methodology is based upon the application 

of a cultural model of communication, that is collective memory, to the structurally-differentiated 

characteristics of the two main symbol systems presently sharing the social communication 

space, that is mass media and cyberspace. 1 intend to apply an anthopological model of symbol- 

flow and social reproduction to mass media and cybenpace texts and unveil the contrasting 

values implicit within the texts of these two stmcturally-dserentiated media systems. M e r  

d e m g  collective memory (Chapters One and Two), 1 will describe how mass media functions 

as a definitional system which monopolizes the flow of symbols within the social worlds of the 

economic system and which is f m l y  in the control of élite wealthy owners. (Chapter Three). 1 

then compile case studies by various authors to demonstrate that mass media reproduces the 

implicit values of the economic system. Five case studies will provide this demonstration, 

including environmental activism, religion in South Asian and American media, the Gulf War, 

and Watergate. In the fifth case study 1 will explore how a school textbook fiom Ontario, circa 

1925, reproduces implicit assurnptions which reflect the state's classification of the self (Chapter 

Four). Having demonstrated the nature of mass media's definitional control, 1 will then explore 

how events in cyberspace exemplify definitional subversion. In two case studies, one involving 

the Mattel Corporation's Barbie do11 and one involving the McDonald's Corporation, I will 

demonstrate that symbol-flow within cyberspace subverts the values implicit within the 

economic system. In a third case study I will demonstrate that symbol-flow within cyberspace 
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can subvert the self-dennition and economic foundation of a specifc institution. 1 will take as an 

example the case of a religious system, the Chwch of Scientology (Chapter Five). These case 

studies provide the justification for my conclusion that the unconstrained symboI-flow of 

cyberspace represents emerging social orders otherwise constrained by the current economic 

sys tem (Chapter Six). 



The Argument 

Symbols carry implicit assumptions that reproduce social reaiity (Chapter 1). 

The classification systern behind social reality is enforced through pollution beliefs 
(Chcrpter 2). 

The flow of symbols within the present economic system is restncted by mass media 
systems (Chapter 3). 

As a result of the rnonopolization of symbol-flow within media culture the economic 
system socializes mass behaviour to suit its needs (Chapter 3). 

Monopolization of symbol-flow creates implicit assumptions which reproduce mass 
behaviour (Chapter 3). 

Implicit assumptions of the econornic systern c m  be identifïed within local cultures by 
examining media texts (Chapter 4). 

Cyberspace subverts the global flow of symbols. Therefore: the restricted symbol-set 
which socializes behaviour within the economic system will undergo Çagmentation and 
democratization (Chapter 5). 

Given that the limits to thought within media culture are established via the 
rnonopolization of symbol-flow, cyberspace changes the boudaries of the limits to 
thought (Chapter 6). 

Collective memory suggests that such a change in syrnbol-flow will result in change in 
social reality (Chapter 6). 



Marshall McLuhan described his study of media effects as the study of the "subliminal 

life of a whole population, since they go to great pains to hide these effects from themselves!"' 

Collective memory may provide a mode1 of the 'subliminal life' of local cultures as they are 

innuenced by the globalized dissemination of mass media symbols. Where McLuhan explored 

how electronic technology extemalized and globalized the human subconscious,' 1 will explore 

how mass media globalizes the hpl ici t  assumptions and perceptual bias of the current economic 

system. By examining the anthropological implications of structurally-differentiated syrnbol- 

flow withïn contemporary media systems this dissertation brings a new perspective to 

communications study. Media theorist James W. Carey notes a ''virtual absencey' within mass 

communication research of "anything more than a rudimentary conception of symbolic 

processes."3 This absence within the field will in soms measure be filled by this experimental 

ethnography of the texts and values of individual and collective content-producers within the new 

media realm of cyberspace. The essence of my contribution can be described as an anthropology 

of mass communication which equates patterns of syrnbol-flow with patterns of social order; and 

then examines the implications of structural change within symbol-flow technologies (media 

s ystems). 

The three case studies of cyberspace media events in Chapter Five represent a form of 

experimental ethnography which arises out of a present "crisis of representation" within 

'Quoted fiom a letter to Barbara Rowes (15 April 1976) in W. Terrence Gordon's 
Marshall McLuhan: Escape into Understanding, (Toronto: Stoddart, 1997),3 16. 

3~ames W. Carey. Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society, (London: 
Routledge, 1992, originally published in l989),%. 
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anthr~pology.~ Anthropologists George E. Marcus and Michael M. I. Fisher describe the 'crisis 

of representation' within the field of ethnography as arïsing from c'uncertainty about adequate 

means of describing social reality.'" Writing about cyberspace is iike writing about the surface 

of a fast-moving river, thirigs are changing withui the subject but not so fast that another travelIer 

will fail to recognize the same river fiom my travelogue. Unlike the distant cultures of many 

classic works in anthropology, the culture under investigation herein is accessible to any one of 

over foriy million Internet users. Furthemore, as long as k b i e  doils, McDonald's restaurants, 

and the Church of Scientology exist, these cultural symbols will be redefined by va15ous groups 

within cyberspace. Thus experimental ethnography of cyberspace-based events, texts, and 

comunities departs fiorn the "unique research experience" which only the ethnographer "has 

practical access [;O] in the academic cornmunity," as described by Marcus and ~ i s h e r . ~  This new 

level of accessibility to the subject may prove to be an important change in anthropoiogical 

studies. Marcus and Fisher note that the ethographer's authority and the ethnographie text's 

"pervasive sense of concrete reality" is ultirnately derived fiom "the writer's daim to represent a 

world as oniy one who has known it firsthand As cyberspace is highiy accessible within 

the academic community, experirnental ethnography conceniing this medium will stand 

independent of the authonty of the ethnographer and his or her unique fieldwork experience. 

4 George E. Marcus and Michael M. J. Fisher. Anthropoloay as CuItural Crifique: An 
Experimental Moment in the Hzrrnan Sciences, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), S. 
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Writing culture within the realrn of cyberspace will prove to be a collective venture, where 

multiple ethnographies confkonr each other and where the observed and the observer will find 

equal access to the same cultural phenornena. Cyberspace promises to bring a heightened degree 

of reflexivity within the wrïting of culture, among the subjects of ethnographies, and between 

academics. Thus as foundations of scholarly authority, a unique expenence and a privileged text 

will no longer suffice. 1 suspect that cyberspace wiU gradually move the subject into the centre 

of a new form of academic dialogue, a dialogue that is both oral and print-based, mono- and 

multimedia, and where authority is more elusive. When faced with a social phenornenon such as 

the World Wide Web, one that is less than five years old at the time of this w-riting, one must, to 

borrow a phrase h m  Clifford Geertz, live "by the creed of "perhap~.""~ 

The three cyberspace case sudies of Chapter Five were selected for analysis because they 

are international in scope; because they involve clearly articulated sides in a complex cultural 

debate over symbols and values; and because they are diachronie, with tirne lines going back to 

1994, the first year of the World Wide Web, which marked the beginning of a fully multimedia 

cyberspace. The experimental ethnography was done through the use of the World Wide Web 

and various search engines such as AltaVista (www.altavista.digital.com) and Intemet directories 

such as Yahoo (www.yahoo.com). AltaVista allows for cornplex searching of cyberspace 

material otherwise not easily located, while the Yahoo directory allows one to determine what 

information is readily available to novice users (for example, to see how easily one can access 

8 ClifTord Geertz. Local Knowledge: Further Essays i~ Interpretive Anthropology, (New 
York: Basic Books, 1983), 163. 



redefmed and contested images of Mattelys Barbie doll, see the Yahoo subject area, 

"Recreation:Toys:DoUs:Barbie:Barbie As A Pop Icon: Distorted Barbie, Theyy). 

What Are Symbols? 

Analysing media systems involves looking at the way different media systems d u e n c e  

the flow of symbols between individuals. Syrnbols, as 1 use the term herein, denote anythuig 

which has a degee of shared or contested rneaning between two or more individuais. A Coke 

bottle, a crucifix, a car, words -- any object c m  serve as a symbol. Following upon Douglas' 

conception of a social system as that which ts constituted by a dominant pattern of symbols, my 

concem here is focused on how two different media systems, mass media and cyberspace, 

influence individuals and their social systems. 1 am assuming that the flow of symbols, that is 

the content of m a s  media systems, is stnicturally constrained by the communication media 

system, and that different media systems such as m a s  media and cyberspace will result in a 

different impact on the pattern of symbols. 

Douglas focuses upon the role of symbols in the constitution of culture and individuals. 

Her use of the term suggests strong parallels ~ 4 t h  Victor Turner's understanding of symbols as 

"social and cultural dynamic systems, shedding and gathering meaning over time and altering in 

f ~ r m . " ~  Syrnbols involve more than thought or reason. Tumer notes that they also produce 

"effects on the psychological states and behaviour of those exposed to them or obliged to use 

'Victor Turner. From Rirual to Theatre: The Human Serioumess of Play, (New York: 
Performing Arts Journal Publications, 1982), 22. 



them for their c ~ m m ~ c a t i o n . " ' ~  1 will argue that cyberspace may drarnatically affect the present 

social systems as a result of its ability to mediate a wider range of symbols than is currently 

available through m a s  media systems. Both Douglas and Turner speak of symbols as ordering 

the universe." Here I am concemed with how control over the flow of symbols within media 

systems, be it rnass media or cyberspace, is essentially control over the possibilities of social 

Mary Douglas uses her grid/group theory and a typology of institutions (hierarchy, 

market, and sect) to look at how symbols and social order change. As rny macro-level anaiysis is 

concerned with the operation of collective memory across the broad spectrum of cultures 

Mplicated in globalized rnass media, the issue must necessarily remain at an equaily broad level 

of abstraction. Therefore, this dissertation will not make use of Douglas' gridgroup theory or 

her institutional typologies." The aspects of Douglas' culture theory upon which 1 draw herein 

1 1  For an investigation into the psychologicai and metaphysical meaning of symbols, see 
J.E. Cirlot's A Dictionary ofSymbols, second edition, translated by Jack Sage. (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962, republished 1984). Cirlot fails to account sufFiciently for 
immediate social interaction as inforrning the meaning and interpretation of symbols. 

'George E. Marcus and Michael M.J. Fisher criticize Douglas and Wildavsky's typology 
of American society in their cross-culturd analysis of the environmental movement (Risk and 
Culture), "the argument reflects, on the part of Douglas, a distinctly British-style conservatism, 
onginating in a society with a long tradition of culturaily valued centralism." Marcus and Fisher. 
Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experirnental Moment in the Human Sciences, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1986), 149. That Douglas' typologies and cultural types should 
exhibit a cultural bias perhaps is an inevitable problem of trying to describe the processes of 
cultural bias. At the very least, she confrms aspects of her own theories through her cultural 
bias. James A. Boon ("Amerka: Fringe Benefits," Raritan, Volume 2, Number 4, 1983, 97-121) 
also takes issue with Douglas' gid/group analysis and notes that her typology tends to succumb 
to her own cultural bias. 
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are only those wkch are common to human discourse throughout the world (ritual, symbols, 

implicit meanings, pollution beiiefs and public memory .) 

What is the Current Economic System? 

Herein the current economic systern refers to the concentration of the ownership of 

production systems with ownenhip of mass media systems D o n g  the wealthy. This wealthy 

group herein is referred to as the élite. It should be kept in mind that though these production 

and media systems may in part be owned by thousands of shareholders, nonetheless, effective 

control and majority shareholdings remain in the hands of the élite. The economic system's 

universal value system is based on a comrnon valuation of money. The majorky of individuais 

participate within this system by exchanging labour (or tirne) for money. The economic systern 

is thus a global system of exchange wherein individuals trade time for money in the pursuit of 

diverse goals and values. From an mthropological point of view, 1 assume that the econornic 

system is a social order defied by m a s  media's symbol-flow. This system's cosmological 

realm can thus be said to be the symbol-set communicated through mass media. The historical 

roots of the current economic systern can be traced to the close of the nineteenth century when 

capitaLism added to its mode of production a mode of socialization. Social historian Stuart Ewen 

describes this transformation as a "retooling of worker-industry relations ... Such retooling was 

not to be in the area of r e d e f i g  control over industry, but was directed more toward the menas 

in which workers might commit themselves to the industnal process."'3 

"Stuart Ewen. Captains of Consciousness: Adveriising and the Social Roots of the 
Consumer Cultzrre, (Toronto: McGraw-Hill, 1 W 6 ) ,  14-15. By the early 1900's Amencan 



What 1s Mass Behaviour? 

The tenn mass behaviour herein denotes the collective patterns of consumption which are 

implied in the intercomected web of the economic system. Consumption encompasses both the 

symboiic goods of mass media and the consumer goods of the economic system. Mass behaviour 
I 

therefore refers to the majority of consumption practices within the realm of the economic system 

as the resuit of definitional systems such as mass media and mass consumption. Thus, I 

characterize mass behaviour not fiom the perspective of consumer goods but fiom the standpoint 

of the interconnectedness of the world-system in which the consumer is involved, Within the 

centres of the economic system -- major urban areas -- an individual would have to wak naked 

through life to be discomected from the systernic nature of objects within the social wodd. 

Media theorist Ien Ang sees "fundamental aspects of social formation and meaning production" 

as dominated by the forces of the economic system, forces which go hand in hand with the 

transnational dissemination of rnass-mediated culture.14 According to h g ,  mas  behaviour 

arises out of the pervasive socializing forces of the global economic sy~tern. '~ Mass behaviour 

becomes a metaphor for the entrapment of the consumer within systems which are uicreasingly 

globalized and encompass, directly or indirectiy, the rnajority of the planet's population. Thus, 

mass behaviour is not an issue of the quantity but of the degree of implication in the globdized 

businessmen "looked to move beyond their nineteenth-century chzracterization as captains of 
industry toward a position in which they could control the entire social realm. They aspired to 
become captains of consciousness." (Ibid, 1 9). 

141en h g .  Living Room Wars: Rethinking Media Audiences for a Postmodern World. 
(London: Routledge, 1 W6), 157. 
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world-system. Here 1 wish to reverse sociologist C. Wright Mills' description of the individual 

as an "isolated atom" within mass media? Mass media ensures that every individual withui the 

globalized economic system of the late twentieth century is connected to every other individual. 

Tliis is entailed by the meaning of mass behaviour as used herein. 

What 1s Mass Media? 

This dissertation presents mass media as a global system of symbolic production which 

must be conceptualized as part of a morz cornplex system of globalized mass production and 

consumption herein referred to as the econornic system. By d e f ~ t i o n ,  m a s  media encompasses 

the micro presses, communication empires, state-owned or -supported media systems, and 

community micro-broadcasting ruid publishing. I will argue that mass media is implicated in the 

production and control of the symbolic universe of our society. Mass media also implies a 

context comprised of al1 products of mass production and related advertising and public relations. 

It wouid be artificiai to divorce the fashion industry or automobiles fiom the system of mass 

media when considered as a symbol-producing system. A business suit and tie, a tie-dye tee- 

shirt, or a Barbie do11 are al1 comected to the production of symbolic rneaning through media 

systems. Media thecrist Herbert 1. Schiller suggests that the cultural penetration of multinational 

corporate media systems "embraces al1 the socializing institutions" of societies on the receivhg 

end." According to Schiller, media systems penetrate the host countries' corporate culture, 

I6C. Wright Mills. ''Mass Media and Public Opinion." Power, Politics and People: The 
CoZZected Essays of C. Wright 1MiZZs. (New York: BalIanfine Books, 1963), 582. 

17EIerbert Schiller, Communication and Cultural Domination. (New York: International 
Arts and Science Press, 1976), 8. 
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joumalism and broadcasting schools, science, tourism, sports, (among other areas) and inject 

cultural material fiom the core area." This is similar to media theonst Denis McQuail's 

contention that the mass communication process is a power relationship. Those with higher 

social status have "greater access to and control over" mass communication which, as a system, 

favours dominant social values and the interests of the mling classes. I9 While recognizing the 

systemic nature of mass media the focus herein wili rest primarily on the globaf flow of media 

products fiom transnational cornmunications and entertainment corporations which are 

associated with the 'common-sense? definition of mass media. 

According to Ien h g ' s  audience ethnography, media audiences do construct %eir own 

meanings and thus their own local cultures and identities, even in the face of their virtually 

complete dependence" on the symbols distributed by the transnational media ~ystern.'~ Most of 

communication studies can be characterïzed as a cultural debate over just exactiy to what degree 

do local cultures and communities exercise autonomy in meaning construction (conceived of 

variously as 'signing', 'reading', 'symbolizing', 'identity construction', and so forth). Ang 

rnakes her position within this debate clear enough when she notes that accelerated 

nationalization and globalization renders "no such thing possible as an independent cultural 

identity: every identity must define and position itself in relation to the cultural fiames affimied 

" ~ e n i s  McQuail. Cornrnzrnicntion, Second edition, (New York: Longman, l984), 196- 
197. 

''hg. Living Room Wars, 143. 
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by the world-system."" The cultural construction of identity cannot be isolated fiom the web of 

global relations which saturate the local context." 

Problems in theorizing the impact of mass media begin with the way it is defined as an 

isolated system. Herein m a s  media is characterized as an element which embraces ail aspects of 

a cultural system, from private imagination to groüp meanings. The symbols disseminated 

through m a s  media influence the undzrstanding of dl other symbols within the cultural system. 

I propose to mode1 mass media as a symbol systern wherein all syrnbolic elements of meaning 

are, to varying degrees, implicated in the interpretation of al1 other symbols. This is to Say that 

no one rneaning or symbol stands alone, isolated and un-influenced by the world of surroundhg 

symb01s.~ In this way we can speak of mass media as saturathg the cosmology of media culture. 

Every meaning is implicated in the comprehension of every other meaning and the effects of the 

meanings produced by mass media are inescapable within the social world. 

When a mass media system, such as television, is artificiafly isolated fiom the everyday 

world rich in symbols, then media theorists tend to lose the forest for the trees. The direct effect 

of television, for exarnple, cannot be measured apart from the interconnection between symbols 

within al1 areas of media culture. This is why empirical attempts stt connecting viewing habits 

with attitudes and behaviour have generally failed to demonstrate any significant direct eflects of 

" f i i d . ,  146. Ang says this: "global media do affect, but cannot control local meanings." 
(fiid, 151)- 

ZSHere I agree with Cirlot's concept of symbolism wherein 'WothÏng is independent, 
everything is in some way related to something else" and everything has meaning and 
significance. Cirlot. A Dictionary of Symbols, xxxvi. 
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mass comrïiunication, as McQuail bas observed, 'Yhe proved direct effects seem not to match the 

intentions or expectations of mass communicators and investigat~rs.~~'~ M a t  thiç dissertation 

will explore is the degree to which m a s  media is irnplicated in the processes of collective 

memory and the socialization of mass behaviour within the realm of the global economic 

system? 

What Xs the Mass Audience? 

Media theorists James G. Webster and Patricia F. Phalen suggest that "Exposure to media 

defines the mass a~dience."'~ This is an insficient definition of the mass audience because it is 

limited to media exposure and thus fails to account for how mass media is systemicaliy 

integrated into al1 socializing structures of the economic system (Chapter Three). Ang and 

Schiller's description of the econornic system as a global def~t ional  system leads me to suggest 

that the mass audience is created through exposure to the socializïng systems of media culture. 

An individual living within the realm of media culture could go through life without exposure to 

radio, television, books, newspapers, film, and magazines and yet still be sociaiized by the mass 

symbolic systems, such as banking, the workplace, education, fashion, consumer trends, and 

interaction with others. As mass media is ody part of the global definitional system, exposure to 

"McQuail. Communication, 194. 

=For the origins and development of mass communication theory, see Wilbur Schramrds 
The Beginnings of Contrnunicution Study in America: A Personal Memoir, edited by Steven H. 
ChafEee and Everett M. Rogers. (London: Sage, 1997). 

'6Jarnes G. Webster and Patricia F. Phalen. The Mass Audience: Rediscovering the 
Dominant Model, (Mahwah, New krsey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, !997), 23. 
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mass media represents oniy a partiai definition of the mass audience. The mass audience herein 

is defined by exposure to the global definitional system, as descnbed in Chapter T7iree. Here 1 

am shifting attention away fiom the paradigrnatic examples of mass media -- radio and television 

-- and centering the discussion of the mass audience on global symbolic systems which 

col!ectively socialize behaviour across cultures. These global symbolic systems have been 

described by Schiller as the cultural penetration of al1 socializing systems by multinational 

corporations." Whereas Webster and Phalen suggest that a "mass [audience] is unined by a 

common object of attention," here I prefer to describe the mass as unified by being a common 

object of a global socializing system, exemplified by mass media but by no means exhaustively 

defined by media system~.'~ As a result of the increasing globaiization of modem econornic 

systems it is possible to foresee the day when al1 of eaah's inhabitants will constitute the mass 

audience. 

What Is Cyberspace? 

The architecture of cyberspace c m  be described as an open system, an interconnected 

network of computer networks which enables individual users to comrnunicate directly with each 

other and to produce content in a marner which is Iargely unconstrained when compareci with 

mass media systems such as television apld radio. E-mail and the World Wide Web (Web) are 

the pnmary exampies of this communication and content capability within cyberspace. There are 

restrictions on the individual's communication and content production capabilities, restrictions 

'7Schiller, Communication and Cultural Domination, 8. 

"Webster and Phalen. The MÙss Audience, 7. 



such as national and international copyright law, libel laws, protection against sexual harassrne- 

the phenornenon of self-censorship, and these restrictions tend to vary fiom nation to nation. 

Nonetheless, cyberspace remains the only global media system with individual communication 

and content production capabilities which c m  be characterized as unconstrained by the 

production and ownership rnechanisrns of mass 

"MY earlier thoughts on cyberspace's social and economic impact can be found in the 
following: Michael Strangeiove, '-Networked Resources for Religious Studies," Journal of the 
Faculiy of Religious Studies, i\<lcGill University, Volume 20, 1992, 1 15; Strangelove, "Free-Nets: 
Community Computing Systerns and the Rise of the Electronic Citizen," Online Access, Spring 
1993,46-47; Strangelove, "The Commercialization of the Intemet: Catching the Ear of Ten 
Million Users," Online Access, July 1993, 6-9; Peter Hum, "Mr. Strangelove: How a Religious 
Schola Leamed to Stop Worrying and Love the Intemet," Ottawa Citizen, Monday, July 19, 
1993 , A 1 -A2; Strangelove, "At Play in the Fields of the Intemet," Online Access, September 
1993, 18-20; Thomas A Stewart, "Boom Time on the New Frontier," Fortune Magazine, 
September 27, 1993, 153-1 58; Strangelove, "The Essential Intemet: The Birth of Virtual Culture 
and Global corn muni^," Online Access, October 1 993,28-3 0; S trangelove, "Accessing God: 
Finding the Lord on the Intemet," Online Access, November 1993,42-44; Man Earle, "Hacker 
Heaven," Ccrnadinn Business, December 1993,63-65; Geofiey Rowan, "Internet Baffles 
Business," Globe and Mail, Monday, January 24, 1994, B 1-B2; Strangelove, "Government 
Online?: Not Really," Online Access, January/February 1994, 64-65; Strangelove, "Advertising 
on the Internet: Myths and Tips," Online Access, March 1994,41-43 ; Strangelove, "Using the 
Internet for biarketing: A Publisher's Secrets," Journal of Scholarlv Publishing, Volume 25, 
Number 4, July 1994,203-2 11; Strangeiove, "The Geography of Consciousness: Cyberspace and 
the Changing Landscape of the Self," Sct-aw2, Volume 3, Number 4, August 1994,9-10; 
Strangelove, "A Plea for Tolerance," Online Access, September 1994, 3 8-40; Strangelove, "An 
Electronic End to Censorship," Online Access, November 1994, 34-35; Michael Crawford, 
"Around the World on a Shoestring," Canadian Business, December 1994, 84-88; Strangelove, 
"Advertising on the Interne t: Frequentl y As ked Questions and Answers," Edge: The 
En~epreneur S Magazine, Fourth Quarter 1994,49-5 1; Mary J. Cronin, Doing More Business on 
the Internet: How the Elec rronic Highwuy is Transforrning American Compun ies, (New York: 
Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1 994),245-247; Strangelove and Aneurin B osley, How tu Advertise on 
the Internet, (Ottawa: S trangelove Press, 1 994); John Greenwood, "Mr. Strangelove Fills His 
Net," Financial Post Magazine, January 1995,44-49; Strangelove, "Desperately Seeking Susan 
in Cyberspace," Online Access, February 1995, 38-39; Strangelove, "Retail on the Intemet: Don? 
Buy the Hype," Online Access. May 1995, 35-36; Strangelove, "The Walls Corne Down," 
Interner World, May 1995,40-44; Robin Hunt, "Unhidden Persuader," Wired, (UK edition) 
July/August 1995, 3 1 ; Strangelove, "Sergeant Intemet," Online Access, October 1995, 34-3 5; 
Strangelove, "The Future of the Net," Online Access, November 1 995, 3 5-3 6; Angela Kryhul, 



This dissertation makes the assumption that cyberspace will remain an open and 

unconstrained system. This assumption is based on the technical design of the Internet, which is 

the paradigmatic manifestation of cyberspace, and was based upon the need to create a 

decentralized communication ~ ~ s t e r n . ~ '  Daily newspapers across the globe have camied stories 

throughout the 1990's which relate the difficulty in censoring and controlling content within 

cyberspace as a result of this fundamental design characteristic." The failure of the recent 

"Open for Business: The Intemet Makes the Mainstream," Marketing, (Maclean-Hunter), 
Volume 100, December 18-25, 1995, 11; Strangelove, "World-Wide Presence," Credit Union 
Managemen[, January 1996,36-39; Sara Curtis, "Labatt Places Product on htemet Soap," 
Marketing Magazine, May 27, 1996,4; Patrick Brethour, "IBM Canada Unveils On-line Mail," 
Globe and Mail, Wednesday, June 12, 1996, B 1; Patrick Orwen, ccMerchants on the Net," The 
Onawa Citizen, Monday November 18,1996, B3; loe Dysart, "Using Usenet," Beyond 
Compzrting, NovembedDecember l996,42-44; Strangelove, "Current and Future Trends in 
Network-Based Electronic Journais and Pubiishing," The Evolving Virtual Librav: Visions and 
Case Studies, edited by Lavema M. Saunders. (Medford, New Jersey: Information Today, 1996), 
13 5- 145; Neil Randall, "Can You Make Money on the Net?? Report on Business Magazine, 
Mach  1997, 79-8 1; Mike Blancfield, "Death Row Killer Tells Al1 in Cyberspace," m e  Ottawa 
Cirizen, Friday April25, 1997, A5. 

-'OSee Manuel Castells. The Rise of the Neiwork Society. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1 W6), 345- 
358. On the origins of the Internet, also see Vinton G. Cerf, "The National Information 
Infrastructure," The Infernet Business Journal, Volume One, Nurnber One, JundJuly 1993,s-9. 
In 1993 Cerf, widely referred to as the "grandfather of the Internef" claimed that the Net was 
"growing faster than any other telecornmunications system ever built, including the telephone 
network" (fiid, 5). 

31For an indication of how cyberspace is challenging curent concepts of fkee speech, see 
Edward Felsenthal, "A Web of Intrigue: The Intemet's Bad Boy Has His Day in Court," The 
Wall Street Journal, Wednesday, March 1 1, 1998, AUA14. Journalist Felsenthal documents an 
Intemet-based libel case which challenges legal issues surrounding fiee speech. Felsenthal refers 
to the Internet as giving individuals "instant access to millions of readers7' (Ibid, Al). While 
somewhat of an overstatement in regards to the Net's near-instantaneous communication speed, 
it is a sign of the Net's maturation as a m a s  media that the Wall Street Journal should claim 
(and rightly so) that cyberspace can easily reach an audience nurnbering in the millions. A large 
collection of online documents dealing with censorship and kee speech cm be found at the 
Electronic Frontier Foundation's Web site, www.eff.org. 



atternpt by the Amencan govemment to restrict communication over the Internet (the 

Communications Decency Act, February 1996) provides another reason why the open and 

unconstrained character of cyberspace will not easily be changed. The signincant grassroots 

poiitical action against this congressional bill suggests that the technical architecture of 

cyberspace appears to be creating a new sense of the right to engage in a form of kee speech 

otherwise not available to the public within mass media systems. One could speculate that the 

longer people expenence the unconstrained nature of communication in cyberspace, the more 

this expenence will be seen as an essential element of fiee speech. The American experience 

suggests that a change in the communicative capabilities of cyberspace will not simply be a 

matter of technical change or overwhelming commercial takeover, but will involve a large-scale 

political debate within the society in question. 

What 1s Media Culture? 

Media culture is defmed by the saturation of al1 cultural systems (suc11 as family, 

education, goverment; and marketplace) with various forms of mass media systems. The phrase 

'media culture' provides an apt description of the character of the current economic system. 

Media theonst Douglas Kellner uses the phrase 'media culture' to sig* the degree to which 

media have colonized culture. M a s  media systems are "the primary vehicle for the distribution 
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and dissemination of cult~re."~' Kellner sees media as the site of social ~ o n t r o l . ~ ~  Media culture 

provides a metaphor for local culture's implication in the global economic system. The 

cosmology of local cultures is increasingly defined through the symbol production systems of 

globalized media culture. Media theorkt Mic hèle Martin highlights the primary characte ristic of 

media culture when she notes that within our modem societies "most of the socialization of 

individuals is done via the mass Media theorkt Robea P. Snow provides a dennition 

of 'media culture' which matches the way 1 make use of this phrase, "In light of the extensive use 

and influence of mass media, it is no exaggeration to say that we live presently in a media 

culture. It rneans that nearly every institution -- including religion, govemment, crunina1 justice, 

health care, education, and even the family -- is înfluenced by the mass communication 

process."35 

What 1s Religion? 

This dissertation investigates structural differences in the way symbols flow through m a s  

media systems and cyberspace. The mode1 of symbol-flow which 1 develop will have direct 

relevance to the study of religion in a context of globalization and structurai change within media 

37 -Douglas Kellner. Media Culture: Cultural Studies, ldentity and PoLitics between the 
Modern and the Postmodern, (London: Routledge, 1995), 35. Also see David L. Aitheide and 
Robert P. Snow. Media Logic, (London: Sage, 1979). 

33Kellner says this: "Media culture is also the site where battles are fought for the conkol 
of society" (Kellner- 1î4ëdia Culture, 3 5).  

34Mic hèle Martin. Communication and Mass Media: Culture, Domination and 
Opposition, translated b y  Benoft Ouellette, (Scarborough, Ontano: Prentice-Hall, 1997), 86. 

"~obert  P. Snow. Creating Media Culture, (London: Sage, 1983), 9. 



systems. Mary Douglas7 cultural theory describes religion from the perspective of socially- 

shared assumptions which are embodied in syrnbols. 

Douglas7 anthropology provides an exarnple of religious Me as contextuatized through 

shared assumptions about the meaning of symbols within the social world. The Pangolin Cult of 

the Lele provided Douglas with an exemplar for how assumptions about the meaning of  the 

symbols operated as Wormuiated categories through which they unconsciously organize their 

e~perience."~~ The religious life of the Lele arose out of shared interaction with the same 

symbols within the social world. The underlying assumptions about these shared symbols 

provide a "fiamework of metaphysical ideas" which ordered the social world and the Lele 

universe.j7 The role of symbols and assumptions in the religious life of the Lele is explored in 

Chapter One, "Implicit Meaning and Public Mernory," (page 3 8). 

Religion can usefully be described as a shmed symbol-set which brings with it a shared 

set of assumptions about the nature of the universe. This is by no means intended as an 

exhaustive definition of religion. An emphasis on the communicative aspect of religion will 

serve to highlight how the structural distinction between m a s  media and cyberspace (Chapter 

Three and Five) will impact on the transmission of religious life as a shared symbol-set. 

My definition of religion is similar to sociologist Peter Beyer's characterization of 

religion as, ccsociologically speaking, a certain variety of communication.'738 According to Beyer, 

36 Mary Douglas. Implicit Meanings: Essays in Anihropology, (London: Routledge, 1975, 
reprinted 199 l), 28. 

3 8 Peter Beyer. Religion and Globalization, (London: Sage, 1994), 5. 
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religion makes use of sacred symbols, "ones which always point radically beyond thernsel~es."~~ 

My discussion of religion will rest üpon the assumption that the social use of sacred symbols is 

subject to the same cultural processes which fiame the communicative nature of mundane (or 

'secular') ~ y r n b o l s . ~ ~  Collective memory will be seen to explain 'sacred' and 'secular' symbols 

as subjected to the same cultural processes of shared assumptions. 1 wiiI dso suggest that sacred 

and mundane symbols are therefore equally subject to the structural differentiation between mass 

media and cyberspace. Religious symbo!s and religion do not hold a privileged position within 

the structural constraints and cultural processes of mass media and cyberspace. By this 

conclusion I do not intend to d e  out the possibility of the operation of a transcendent reality 

upon the mundane social world. My concem here lies with fùlly recognizing what Beyer has 

called the "central religious paradox" which he identifies as "the fact that the transcendent c m  

only be comrnunicated in immanent terms ... communication on the basis of meaning is always 

immanent, even when the subject of communication is the tran~cendent.''~' If the communication 

of sacred symbols is thoroughly ernbecided w i h  the immanent social world, then we cm 

reasonably assume that these sarne sacred symbols are subject to the operation of collective 

memory within the social world. The possibility of the operation of the transcendent upon media 

systems will be set aside for inquiry at a much later time in my life (or after-Me). 

should be kept in mind that herein 1 am not concemed with classiQing religious 
syrnbol-sets. As wiih Beyer's analysis in Religion and Globalization, 1 do not attempt to i d e n w  
"what does and does not count as religion" within mass media and cyberspace (Ibid., 6). 



Of Media and Religion 

It is widely recognized that media impacts upon die construction of religious identity, 

persona1 or collective?' Media theorist Robert A. White describes media studies and religious 

studies as "corning together to create a new understanding of the media as cultural negotiation.'"' 

As within media studies, religion scholars are attempting to define the definitional power of 

media over their subject. Within religious studies reflection on media ofien recognizes the 

irnbalance of power within media culture. Peter G. Horsfield, Dean of the United Church 

Theological Hall, Melbourne, Austrdia, describes the imbalance of defmitional power within 

media culture as having a direct impact on social institutions such as churches. Churches are 

seen by Horsfield as tending 'bot to use the media to communicate their reality, but rather are 

placed by the media on the web of culture in different positions and for different pur pose^.""^ 

This irnbalance within the 'web of culture' reflects what social theorist John Ralston Saul 

 or overviews of studies on religion and media, see Lynn Schofield Clark and Stewart 
M. Hoover's essay, "At the Intersection of Media, Culture, and Religion: A Bibliographie 
Essay," Refhinking Media, ReIigion, and Culture, edited by Stewart M. Hoover and Knut 
Lundby. (London: Sage, 1997), 15-36; and Judith M. Buddenbaum and Daniel A. Stout's 
"Religion and Mass Media Use: A Review of the Mass Communication and Sociological 
Literature," Religion and M ~ s s  Media: Audiences and Adaptations, edited by Daniel A. Stout 
and Judith M. Buddenbaurn, (London: Sage, 1996)- 12-34. It has also been suggested that 
"reIigion has been a "bIind spot" of media studies. Steward M. Hoover. "Media and the 
Construction of the Religious Public Sphere," Rethinking Media, Religion, and Culture, edited 
by Steward M. Hoover and Knut Lundby. (London: Sage, 1997), 283. This dissertation will 
serve to shed some light on the relevance of media studies to the subject of religion. 

43~obert  A. White. "Religion and Media in the Construction of Cultures," Rethinking 
Media, Religion, and Culture, edited by Stewart M. Hoover and Knut Lundby. (London: Sage, 
1997), 62. 

4JPeter G. Horsfield. "Changes in Periods of Media Convergence," Rethinking Media, 
Religion, and Culture, edited by Stewart M. Hoover and Knut Lundby. (Lcucl-n: Sage, 1997), 
177. 



descnbes as "a society [no t only] dominated by corporatist structures, but by the received 

wisdom of a corporatist atmosphere: one in which the élites are interest-driven, whatever their 

jobs."45 AS will be seen in Chapter Three, I argue that definitional power over social reality rests 

f m l y  in the hands of the élite and leaves Iittle room for substantial 'cultural negotiation. ' 

The study of how symbols flow throughout media culture has direct relevance to the 

study of religion. Alf Linderman's research on the subject of religious television has noted the 

relevance which I argue: 

as social and individual construction of meaning and thereby also the construction 
of basic value systems become the focus of media scholarship, the object of 
analysis acquires (functionally) religious dimensions. The study of how audiences 
understand and use the flow of messages in the rnass media becomes, in part, a 
study of how people establish their general worldviews and ultimate values.46 

Herein 1 will highlight how religious life, as a shared syrnbolic system, is af5ected by mass 

media's definitionai control and cyberspace's structural distinction within media culture. My 

work will add methodological support to Stewart M. Hoover's observation that "contemporary 

religious practice is embedded in the institutions of the media ... and their culturai 

cornmoditie~."~' Collective rnemory will unveil the cultural processes behind the embedding of 

religio us practice within media systems. 

45J~hn Ralston Sad.  RejIections of a Siarnese Twin: Canada at the End of the Twentieth 
Century, (Toronto, Ontario: Penguin Books Canada, 1997), 488. 

'%lf Linderman. "Making S ense of Religious Television," Rethinking Media, Religion, 
and Culture, edited by Stewart M. Hoover and Knut Lundby. (London: Sage, 1997), 263. 

47 Stewart M. Hoover. "Media and the Construction of the Religious Public Sphere," 
Rethinking Media, Religion, and Culture, edited by Stewart M. Hoover and Knut Lundby. 
(London: Sage, 1997), 294. Media theonsts David L. Mtheide and Robert P. Snow make a 
similar observation, "Today, media influences religion to the point where institutional strategies 
in religion are based on the forms of modem media." Media Logic, 200. 



In Religion and GlohaZizution, Peter Beyer sought to answer the question, "What are the 

abstract possibiiities in today's world for religion ... to be a determinative force in social 

structures and processes beyond the restricted sphere of voluntary and individual belief and 

pra~tice?'"~ This dissertation will serve to demonstrate that the 'abstract possibilities' for 

religion within globalized media culture are limited by the structural constraints of mass media 

and liberated by the unconditioned flow of symbols through cyberspace. The possibilities for 

religion's potentiai as a 'determinative force' arise out of the changing nature of media culture 

which is redefining the very limits to thought. 

48 Beyer. Religion und Globalization, 12. 



Chapter One: Collective Memory and Definitional Control 

Mary Douglas approaches the cultural formation of thought with a cal1 for a "radical 

overhaul" of social anthropology7s traditional disc0urse.4~ She sees deeply entrenched 

methodological prejudices which assume that the individual is motivated by self-interest. This 

bias in the idea of the self is part of the Western conceptual apparatus which underwrites 

utilitarian philosophy, economic analysis, psychology and particularly cognitive psychology, 

political debate, theones of risk, and theories about credibility?' As a corrective to this bias 

Douglas proposes a cultural theory which "draws the social environment systematically into the 

picture of individual c h ~ i c e s . " ~ ~  

Douglas' cultural theory began with Puri@ and Danger (1966), which vindicated '?he so- 

called primitives fiom the charge of having a dBerent logic or method of thinking fiorn us 

'modems. ""' Douglas went on to examine how the threat of a community-wide pollution, such 

as AIDS,  c m  be tumed into a weapon used for mutuai coercion." With the publication of Risk 

and Blame (1992) Douglas7 cultural theory extended the dynamics of pre-modem social worlds 

49 Mary Douglas. Risk and Blarne: Essays Nt Cultural Theory, (London: Routledge, 
1992), x. 

'*fiid., xi. 

')Mary Douglas and Marcel Calvez. "The Self as Risk Taker: A Cultural Theory of 
Contagion in Relation to AIDS ." The Sociological Review, 3 8 (3) :  445-66. 
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to al1 cultures and proposed that not just pollution beiiefs but al1 cognition is politicized." The 

following model of collective memory draws upon Douglas' writings fkom the early 1960's to the 

1990's and incorporates many components of her cdtur2.1 theory, including pollution beliefs, 

ritual, symbols, impiicit meanings, and public memory . Together they represent the key elements 

of Douglas' sociology of knowledge -- an enterprise which she sees as a continuation and 

refinement of Durkheim's concern with the social control of thought almost exactly one century 

ago. While the issues remain as pressing as they were at the close of the nineteenth century, the 

methodological tools have been substantially refined since Durkheim &st took issue with the 

dominant understanding of the self in his day.'' 

Douglas' Theory of Public Mernory 

Douglas' work explores cultures ranging fiom the ancient Israelites to modem Amencan 

environmentai activists. Her cultural theory pursues a cornmon theme -- the impact of symbols 

upon the social world. The physical body, pollution taboos, dietary laws, risk assessrnent and 

related cultural phenosnena are explored and explained as examples of Douglas' most constant 

concem -- the social conditions of knowledge and the possibility of escaping the symbolic 

environment's influence upon our perception. Douglas sees her concern with the social 

constraints on knowledge as typical of this point in historyS6 Her theory of public memory will 

54Douglas. Risk and Blame, 8. 

5 5 ~ o r  a critique of Durkheim's theory of the ongin of religion, see Edward Evans- 
Pritchard. A History of AnthropoZogica1 Thought, (New York: Basic Books, 198 l), 153-1 69. 

s 6 ~ a r y  Douglas. Irnplicit Meanings, xvii. Douglas says this: "This is a generation deeply 
interested in the liberation of consciousness from conbol" (fiid.). 
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be useful in exploring the possibilities and limits for the liberation of consciousness from the 

social control of the economic system as established through mass media systems. 

The following chapter will describe how, according to Douglas, a shared system of 

knowledge is established. Public mernory arises out of the mutual establishment of social 

classifications and analogies (for example, man is to woman as right is to left), which are seen by 

members of a group to reflect both nature and reason. A shared classification system provides a 

way to order the social world. Behind the classincation system stands implicit assumptims 

about the nature of the universe. These assumptions enable social cohesion when members of 

the group agree that their social order reflects the 'naturai' order of the universe. For example, 

right hand, male, and king are grouped together because they 'fit' with the perceived nature of 

nature. Out of shared implicit assumptions a group cornes to share a perceptual bias which 

causes the world to be seen as a reflection of their social order. This perceptual bias limits the 

possibilities of thought within each culture. Symbols within a culture serve to represent the 

implicit assumptions at the foundation of the social order. The ntual use of symbols 

communicates the group's implicit assurnptions throughout the social world and thereby 

reproduces the culture. This communication of implicit assurnptions through symbols, and the 

result of a shared perceptual bias, is a process of cultural communication which Douglas refers to 

as public memory. Public memory describes how a system of society acts as a system of thought. 



The Origins of Public Memory 

In How Institutions Think, Douglas describes the process which initially estabiishes a 

system of knowledge such as public memory. Douglas builds upon Durkheim's theory of the 

collective foundation of knowledge." Durkheim suggests, says Douglas, that the "elementary 

social bond" is formed only once an individual's mind becomes entrenched in a model of the 

surrounding social ~ rde r .~ '  WhiIe Durkheim suggested that society is the mind writ large, 

Druglas proposes to reverse the metaphor, "It is more in the spirit of Durkheim to reverse the 

direction and to think of the individuai mind furnished as socieq writ small. The entrenching of 

an idea is a social pro ces^."'^ Here Douglas is concemed with how a cultural system becomes 

estabiished. Douglas proposes to root the foundation of a cultural system -- a systern of shared 

knowledge -- in legitimacy that Younds its rightness in reason and nature."" 

Whereas Durkheim wrote about the social group, Douglas prefers to use the term 

'institution' to denote a cultural system of shared know~edge.~' For Douglas, an institution can 

be a farnily, a garne, or a ceremony (for example) or any collectivity or group activity which 

appeals to a legitimating authonty such as a father, doctor, judge, referee and so f~rth.~' Douglas 

Douglas' Durkheimian roots, and on Durkheim's own theory of collective 
knowledge, see Appendix B: Durkheinz '.Y Conscience Collective, page 285. 

j 8 ~ a r y  Douglas. How lnstitulions Think, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1987), 45. 

67 %id. As my analysis herein is concemed with the most enconpassing macro-level of 
society, global media culture, the issue of what constitutes an institution or social group is, for 



excludes fiom the idea of an institution purely instrumental or provisional practical arrangements 

which are recognized as instrumental or provisional by their members? For Douglas, 

established institutions are defined by a claim to legitimacy "on their fit with the nature of the 

universe."" It is the claim of natural fit with the nature of the universe which distinguishes a 

convention -- a rule to ensure coordination -- fÏom an Uistit~tion.~~ 

Douglas rejects the fimctionalist argument that a predisposition or drive for equilibriurn is 

the force which is responsible for establishing an institution and prefers to see disorder as more 

probable than ~ r d e r . ~ ~  If there is no drive towards equilibrium within social forces, then how 

does an incipient institution overcome the enbopy of a chaotic universe and ever achieve 

continuity through tirne (social reproduction)? Douglas argues that the "stabilizing principle" is 

found in the naturaiizati~n of social classitïcations. 

There needs to be an analogy by which the formal structure of a crucial set of 
sociai relations is found in the physical world, or in the supernaturd world, or in 
etemity, anywhere, so long as it is not seen as a socially contrived arrangement. 
When the analogy is applied back and forth £tom one set of social relations to 
another and from these back to nature, its recurring formal structure becomes 
easily recognized and endowed widi self-validating tr~th.~ '  

my purposes, defined with reference to collective memory. A group, culture, or institution are 
social collectivities wliich, to a minimal and certainly unquantifiable degree, share a common set 
of b u s e  categories. 
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Douglas locates the stabilizing principle of culture in the development of classification systems. 

These classification systems anse out of social intercourse and are legitimated by analogy to the 

naturd world. The legitimating prùiciple which stabilizes a knowledge system - its 

classification system -- is embedded in the processes of public memory. 

Using the example of analogies rooted in Left and right and male and female, Douglas 

descnbes how a social principle of classification is rooted in a physicai analogy (nature). An 

analogy can equate right hand, male, and king and so create institutions which lock into the 

structure of the body. Douglas claims that analogies which confer natural status on social 

relations, such 2s lefi:right, male:female, lion:cub, father:son, serve to legitimate institutions by 

founding them in nature and reason, "Being naturalized, they are part of the order of the universe 

and so are ready to stand as the grounds of a r g ~ e n t . ' " ~  Douglas suggests that the assumptions 

behind these founding analogies have to be hidded9 

The analogies used within institutions are cognitive devices which ground the institution 

in nature and reason and so ensure "that the institution's formal structure corresponds to formal 

structures in non-human realrn~."'~ Douglas claims that only institutions -- social groups -- 

defme sameness." The set of analogies used by an institution arises out of shared social 

concems." The very act of recognizing sameness arises out of the social intercourse within 



institutions. The classification system of an institution harnesses the "moral energy" of its 

members and so becomes a "machine for tMng and decision making on their own behalf-"" 

Analogies of similarity reflect the dominate concems of the social world." These analogies 

provide the foundation for a culture's classincation system and are defended on the b a i s  of a fit 

with nature and reason. Social groups 'stabiLizey when analogies legitimate the fit between 

nature and the social world, by using "formal analogies that entrench an abstract structure of 

social conventions in an abstract structure imposed upon nature, institutions grow past the initial 

difficulties of collective action."" Social interaction generates analogies. These analogies 

provide the foundation for a culture's classification system. For Douglas, public rnemory is the 

storage system for the analogies and classifications which legitimate the social order." Douglas 

suggests that each social system arises out of a "specific type of analogy f?om nature.'" Douglas 

cites the role of cattie in Nuer culture and the theory of evolutionary progress in nature as 

examples of "the power of a dominant naturalizing metaphor" which root analogies c m  supply." 

"Douglas says this about the social roots of classification: cc[classincations] owe their 
divisions much more to their capacity to mode1 the interactions of the members of society than to 
a disinterested c u r i o s i ~  about the workings of nature" (fiid., 59). 

76~ouglas  says this: "Public memory is the storage system for the social order. Tninking 
about it is as close as we can get to reflecting on the conditions of our own thought" (fiid, 70). 
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As Douglas locates the beginnings of a culture and its classification system in social 

interaction it is worth noting what aspect of social interaction is cited as responsible for the 

classification system. Her view of the social world is not static. Culture, for Douglas, is 

contested ground that is constantly subjected to the manoeuvres of individuals who are busy 

trying to persuade others to see the world as they see it, 

Our social interaction consists very much in telling one another what right 
thinking is and passing blame on wrong thinking. This is indeed how we build 
the institutions, squeezing each other's ideas into a common shape su that we can 
prove nghtness by sheer numbers of independent a ~ s e n t ? ~  

The classification system arises out of this ever-present cultural debate within a society. Public 

memory, for Douglas, is the process of consensus building which moulds individual thought so 

that it fits with the classification system authorized by institutions (social groups).sO This is how 

Douglas descnbes the colonizing process of the mind by society8' The institutionalization of the 

mind by the group's classification system leads Douglas to ask, "How c m  we possibly think of 

ourselves in society except by using the classifications established in our  institution^?"^' 1 will 

return to the question of escape firom institutionalized thought swles in Chapter Six: Defining the 

Limirs to Thought Within Media Czdtzwe. 

sO~ouglas says tliis: "Institutions systematically direct individual memory and channel our 
perceptions into forms compatible with the relations they authorizeyy (Ibid, 92). 

"On the origins of humans as creators of a symbolic world, also see "The Ernergence of 
the Symbolic World (Chapter Tliree)," in Walter Goldschrnidt's The Human Career: The Selfin 
the Symbolic World, (Oxford: B l a c k ~ e l l ~  1990). 

How Iizslituiions Think, 99. 



Implicit Meaning and Public Memory 

In 1949 Mary Douglas conducted anthropological fieldwork among a village of the 

The Lele inhabit the southern margin of the tropical forest of the Kasai District 
[Afkica]. They grow rnaize, hua, weave raffIa, and draw palm wine. Of all their 
activities, hunting is the highest in their own esteem. It is not surprising that the 
richest vein ofsymbolism is derived fiom reflections on the animal world, on its 
relation to the human sphere, and on the relations between the different breeds of 
birds and beasts.'" 

The Lele syrnbolism reflects their shared assurnptions about the differences between human and 

animal worlds. The daily social intercourse of the Lele is seen by Douglas as a constant 

reiteration of this "basic distinction, the opposition between mankind and animal k î ~ ~ d . " ~ ~  The 

Lele social world is filled with complex mies governing who can eat what anirnals. In 1949, 

while living among the Lele, Douglas observed this 'basic distinction' between human and 

animal when she was stnick by their extensive Iist cf prohibited meats, "Most animals w-ere 

forbidden to some or other category of pers on^."'^ Withui their social order dietary laws serve to 

" ~ a r y  Douglas' Lele fieldwork is recorded in The Lele ofthe Kasai, (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1963); "The Lele of the Kasai," In Apican WorZds: Sfudies i r ~  fhe CosmologicaZ 
Ideas and Social Valzm of Afiican Peoples, edited by D. Forde. (London: Oxford Univers i~  
Press, 1954, republished 1970), 1-26; "The Lele of the Congo," In The Church and the Narions, 
edited by Adrian Hastings. (London: Sheed and Ward, 1959), 73-89. 

"~ouglas. Implicit Mecznirzgs, 9- 1 0. 

86Mary Douglas. "Rightness of Categ~ries,'~ How Class@atioion Workr: Nelson Goodman 
Among the Social Sciences, edited by Mary Douglas and David I3ull. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, l992), 260. 
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organize d l  their social categories. The following explores how animal symbolism was used 

among the Lele to "codiQ their s~ciety."~' 

The Lele universe is ordered by categories arising out of nature. The fust category 

divides animals £iom humans on the basis of observed behaviour -- anirnals are foui in their 

behaviour whereas humans abide by the etiquette of their social world; "Humans are mannerly. 

They observe polite conventions in their dedings with each other and hide themselves when 

performing their natural fünctions. Animals satisQ their natural appetites ~ncontrolled."~~ This 

basic category of human versus animai breaks doum into a taxonomy based on the breeding 

habits of mimals and their acceptance of ''their own sphere in the naturai order"'' -- animais flee 

fiom hunters and avoid contact with humans. 

The Lele animal taxonomy takes into account d l  exceptions to their basic categories, 

exceptions such as domestic animals or mimals that atîack humans. Out of the basic categories - 

- human versus animal; barremess versus fecundity; human sphere (village) versus animai sphere 

(forest) -- the Lele construct rules, in the f o m  of pollution beliefs, and rituais which reproduce 

the Lele social world. But the conceptual fiamework created by Lele categones of the universe 

was not immediately obvious to Mary Douglas. Before Douglas arrived at an understanding of 

the Lele social world she would require a 'cognitive map' which explained how animals served 

as symbols for the organization of Lele social categories. Her discovery of the cosrnological 

87fiid 

88Douglas. Imp[icit Mennings, 29. 

891bid. The Lele do not apply the human expenence of barremess to animals. 
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ideas behind the Leie's perception of nature provides a vivid example of the interpretive power 

of categories rnaintained through public memory. 

When Douglas f ~ s t  observed the ritual practices of the Lele, rituals largely concemed 

with who gets to eat what, she experienced considerable difficulty understanding the symbolic 

meaning which one would expect to fmd connecting a particular animal to a particular cultic 

practice, "In most cases one would be justified in assuming that no symbolism whatever is 

involved, and that the prohibitions conceming different animals are observed sirnply as 

diacritical badges of cult rnember~hip."~~ When Douglas questioned villagers as to why a 

particular animal was forbidden the responses simply repeated a description of the animal, ''In 

reply to my queries, Lele would merely reiterate the characteristics of the animal in question, as if 

its oddity would be instantly appreciated by me and would provide sufficient answer to my 

que~tion."~' For the Lele, description was explanation. The logic of the animal symbolism was 

so obvious to the Lele and so completely shared among the Lele that it was unthinkable ro them 

that someone else cvould not understand what each animai and each animal part meant. 

Douglas was ignorant of the implicit background of shared symbolized meaning and 

therefore was unable to perceive the social code within the animai taxonomy as related to her by 

the Lele. Gradually, Douglas was able to piece together the Lele framework of assumptions 

about animais and humans. In these assumptions she saw the operation of the Durkheimian 

conscience collective providing social cohesion among the Lele: 



These assumptions are so fundamental to Lele thought that one could almost 
describe them as d o m u l a t e d  categones through which they unconsciously 
organise their experïence. They could never emerge in reply to direct questions 
because it was impossible for Lele to suppose that the questioner might take his 
standpoint on another set of assumptions. Only when 1 was able to appreciate the 
kind of implicit connections they made between one set of facts and another, did a 
fiamework of metaphysical ideas emerge? 

The Lele carried with them implicit assumptions about the nature of humans and animals. These 

unspoken assumptions provided the categories which organized the social world. In a sinular 

vein, Victor Tumer says this about perception and social classifications: "As members of a 

society, most of us see only what we expect to see, and what we expect to see is what we are 

conditioned to see when we have leamed the definitions and classifications of our culture."93 

How the implicit assumptions and animal syrnbols of the Lele provided the framework to their 

social world is exernplified in Douglaso explmation of the Lele pangolin fertility ~ u l t . ~ ~  

The Implicit Meaning of the Pangofin 

The pangolin, a variety of scaly ant-eater, does not fit easily into thc Lele animal 

taxonomy, "They Say: 'In o u .  forest there is an animal with the body and tail of a fish, covered in 

scales. It has four legs and it climbs in tree~."' '~ Douglas uses the underlying assumptions of the 

Lele (their categorization of hurnans and animals) to explain why "kiiling and eating pangolins, 

9 3 ~ i ~ t o r  Turner. The Forest of Syrnbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual, (Ithaca, New York: 
Comell University Press, 1 974), 95. 

'"For an overview of early theones of tribal religion, see Edward Evans-Pritchard. 
Theuries of Primitive Religion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965). 

95Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 3 3. 
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with proper ritual observances, are believed to bring animals in droves to the hunters' arrows and 

babies to ~ornen."~'  In the Lele cosmology, fish are related to fertiiiv. The scaly nature of the 

pangolin unites it to the fertility symbolism of fish. The pangolin only produces one offspring at 

a time and thus does not share the fecundity of other animals. Thus the reproductive pattern of 

the pangolin mirrors human reproduction patterns. It aiso fails to flee fiom the hunter, once 

again. distinguishing it fiom other animais. These anomalous characteristics of the pangolin 

render it into a strong symbol for the Lele Pangolin Cuit which honours parents who give birth to 

children of both sexes. The implicit meaning of the pangolin as a fertility symbol arises out of 

the assumptions the Lele share conceming the nature of human and animal worlds. Without a 

shared understanding of the implicit assurnptions within Lele culture Douglas was unable to 

divine why the pangolin should be the object of a fertility cult The symbolics of the pangolin 

provides an example of how symbols embody unspoken cosmologicai categories which order the 

social world. How does a society such as the Lele maintain itself when their cultural assumptions 

are only cornmunicated through rituals? Public memory, the storehouse of these shared 

assumptions, must have a means of continuity over tirne if social life is going to take on an 

ordered forrn. Within Douglas' cultural theory ritual serves as a communicative process. 

nirough ritual the shared implicit assumptions smund ing  symbols are cornmunicated to group 

members. 



Ritual Communication through Symbols 

According to Douglas, ritual provides a medium through which symbols and their 

implicit rneanings are communicated. In Pzrrity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of 

PoZlulion and Taboo ( 1  966), Mary Douglas describes how the ntual use of symbols exercises 

control over the thought-life of group rnembers. Douglas' ritual theory follows in the tradition of 

Émile Durkheim, who identified ritual as symbolic of social pro cesse^.^^ Douglas follows up on 

Durkheim's observation that rituals serve to control expenence?' Douglas explores how 

symbols and rituals crezte the framework of consciousness? 

Douglas describes the individual as a "ritual anirnal."'OO Rituals draw selectively fiom a 

cornmon stock of symbolslO' and thereby control experience in the social ~ o r l d . ' ~ '  The symbols 

which rituals select and interpret fiame and control experience by comrnunicating cultural themes 

and excluding alien ("intruding") themes.lO' For Douglas, ntual simultaneously creates and 

97DougIas. Puriîy and Danger: An Anabsis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo, 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Pad, l966), 22. 

ggDouglas' r i t ua l  theory continues the project of Durkheim's sociology of knowledge by 
relativising the framework of modernity and the scientific enterprise itself. See the Preface to 
Implicit Meanings, ix-xxi, for an account by Douglas of how Durkheim's sociology of 
knowledge "intemalised unquestioningly the categories of nineteenth-centuiy scientific debate" 
(xvi) . 

'OODouglas. Puri~y and Danger, 62. 



maintains a particular culture dirough symbols that are thick with assumptions.'" These 

assumphons, latent within the selected symbols, control expenence when they are communicated 

through the symbolic action of ritual performance.105 The ritual process is a process of cultural 

self-knowledge. Rituals give visible symbolic expression to the particdar form of social 

relations and thereby "enable people to know their own society."lo6 

During Douglas' 1949 fieldwork a pangolin was killed and the entire Lele village was 

placed under a ban against se-mal intercourse by a member of the Pangolin C ~ l t . ' ~ '  For two 

weeks the ban continued. (The pangolin was obviously a strong symbol!) Fertility and a good 

hunt was a stake in the ritual observance, The entire village shared a credible view of the ban 

because they shared the same meaning about the pangolin and its ritual requirements. As a 

symbol the pangolin exercised control over the experience of the Lele because they shared the 

same set of assumptions about the nature of their universe. Tlie ritual ban against intercourse, 

and the ritual eating o f  the pangolin by Cult members and initiates served to communicate the 

nature of reality and the order of the social world arnong the Lele. 

'041bid., 128. Of course, ntual is not soleh responsible for creating and maintainhg 
culture. Similarly, in Chapter Three I will argue that m a s  media and its symbol-set is not the 
o d y  socializing force within the economic system. 

107 Douglas. ImpZici~ Mennings, 41. 
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The syrnbolism of the pangolin demonstrates how a group's theones about the nature of 

the universe are embedded in a particular pattern of ~ o c i e t y . ' ~ ~  Cultic membership, dietary laws, 

and sexual behaviour are patterned dter the Lele understanding of nature. The Lele system of 

thought is also the Lele systern of s o ~ i e t y . ' ~ ~  Symbols, such as the pangolin, and ritual behaviour 

involving symbols reflect the structure of thought and society. 

Douglas describes how food reinforces the Lele social categories which arise out of their 

shared assumptions, "W~en dusk falls and the households prepare to eat, wornen and children go 

together, men group according to age. Particular animal foods will be served, which some are 

eating and others are refùsing. Eating the right foods and abstaining fiom wrong ones publicly 

exemplifies the system of social categ~ries.""~ Symbols, such as food, communicate the 

structure of the social world and the shared assumptions behind a common structure of thought. 

For Douglas, the Lele animal syrnbolism serves to demonstrate the essence of ritual as "an 

attempt to create and maintain a particular culture, a particular set of assumptions by which 

experience is ~ontrolled."~ ' ' 
According to Douglas, d m 1  reproduces culture through the selection and interpretation 

of a common set of symbols. The symbols used within rituals also communicate the structure of 

shared social foms, such as kinship, and the common categories, such as 'rnother' and 'father,' 

LogDouglas. "Rightness of Categories," 264. Douglas says this: T h e  Lele have 
entrenched their theories about the forest and its fauna by embedding them in a given pattern of 
society" (fiid).  

l o g f i  id. 

I I 1  D~uglaç. Pzrri@ and Danger, 128. 



also embody shared values."' These processes of cultural communication contained within ritual 

are just as active within contemporary society as they are within tribal social worlds. Modem 

sociai action is saturated with symbols and rituals. Eating, rnating, clothes, greetings, 

consurnption, casual conversation, passing a stranger on the Street -- al1 are symbol-laden ritual 

activities. According to Douglas, the difference between contemporary and tribal sociai worIds - 

lies in the degree of Gagmentation within the syrnbolic universe: 

The real difference is that we do not bring forward fiom one context to the next 
the same set of ever more powerfûl symbols: our experience is fiagmented. Our 
rituals create a lot of little sub-worlds, unrelated. Their rituals create one single, 
symbolically consistent   ni verse.''^ 

This issue of the fragmentation of a shared syrnbolic universe will prove central to my aoalysis of 

mass media (Chapter Si.). 

The Definitional Power of Symbols 

In Naturd Symbols: E~plorcztions in CosrnoZogy ( 1  970), Mary Douglas examines how 

social structure is related to the dominant pattern of symbols within the social world. Douglas 

describes social systems as constraining filters on how individuals perceive the p ni verse."^ A 

social system Erames a "potential symbolic field" and the selection of symbols is a social process 

' 131bid., 69. Perhaps Douglas overstates the difference between contemporary and tribal 
social worlds -- as far as the degree of fiagmentation is concemed. In Chapter Three 1 will 
suggest that m a s  media effectively establishes a 'symbolically consistent universe' within media 
culture. 

1'4Douglas. Nafural Symbols: Explorations N? Cosrnology, (London: Cresset Press, 
1970), 161. 
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that serves to "govern choices in beha~iour"."~ The selected symbols of a paaicular social order 

represent the set of categories that are in use within the social world. This set of "in use" 

categories constitutes the social order's unique ~osrnology.''~ 

For Douglas, the symbolic order (or cosmology) is not merely an expression of the social 

order.'" The in-use symbols reproduce the social order which generated the symbots themselves. 

Hcw do symbols exercise this control? Symbols exercise power over the social order by 

establishing shared megories of perception, categones which inevitably contain bias of one sort 

or an~ther ."~  This bias is continually reproduced in the social order through ritual forms of 

social interaction. This communicative process Garnes the possibilities of expression and 

explains "how our different cosmologies imprison us.""9 This is Douglas' replication 

hypothesis. 

In the previous sections 1 explored how the symbol of the pangolin represented categories 

of fertility and cuit membership among the LeIe of the Kasai. The ritual eating of the pangolin 

"'fiid ui light of the role of symbols in cognition, Douglas suggests that "The whole 
history of ideas should be reviewed in the light of the power of social structures to generate 
syrnbols of their own" (fiid., 151). 

' I7fiid., xiv. 

L'8Douglas says this: "The natural symbols of society create a bias with strong 
philosophical and political as well as reiigious aspects" (Ibid.). Natural syrnbols are s p b o l s  
based on the body. It is clear within Douglas' writing that other types of symbols, such as food 
or animals, also create a perceptual bias. 
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and al1 other food re-presents the social categories in use among the Lele to the Lele."' By 

obsenring the pollution rules surrounding food (who can eat what and when), the LeIe CO- 

and reproduce their unique social world. Behind the symbol of the pangolin stands a set of 

assumptions about the nature of the universe. These shared assumptions generate social cohesion 

and credibility among the Lele. This power of symbols is derived from the shared assumptions 

by a group that uses a symbol such as the pangolin. The syrnbol embodies the social order. The 

syrnbol can be described as participating in definitional control over the social order when 

everyone shares the same set of assumptions. The eatïng of food serves to define gender, age, 

cult membership, and so on. The ritual killing of a particular anitllal can have consequences for 

al1 (or most) Lele adults -- sexual abstinence. As the (pagan) Lele al1 share the same set of 

assumptions about the nature of humans and the nature of the animal world, the symbol of the 

pangolin c m  be said to command their cohesive behaviour and engage their credibility regarding 

the authority of the Pangolin Cult and ritual sexual abstinence. The symbol itself does not have 

dennitional power apart from the shared assumptions which surround the symbol. 

b u g h  the pangolin Douglas provides a paradigrnatic example of what constitutes 

public rnemory. Public rnemory is the operation of shared assumptions which are embodied in 

symbols. Symbols represent the social order to the group and so reproduce the shared cultural 

world. Public rnernory is the process wherein symbols compel cohesive behaviour because the 

'"Victor Turner also describes symbols as forces of social representation and 
reproduction. Symbols, for Turner, "instigate social action ... they may even be descnbed as 
"forces"" (Turner. The Forest of S'bols, 36). Turner descnbes the role of the mik tree as a 
symbol in Ndembu society which serves to symbolize the "total system of interrelations between 
groups and persons that make up Ndembu society" (fiid., 21). The mi& tree proves a parailel 
exarnple of a symbol embodying the dominant principles and values of social orgaDization. 
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assumptions represented in the symbol are seen by group members to be a credible representation 

of the order of the universe. The social worId is organized by selecting one set of symbols and 

assumptions and, through purity/pollution rules, excluding any competing set of syrnbols and 

assumptions. (The role of pollution beliefs wilI be discussed in Chapter Two.) Public memory 

can thus be summarized as the dejinitional conb-01 over social reality exercised by symbols and 

their impIied asszmzptions. The 'content' of public rnemory is the set of b u s e  symbols and the 

shared assumptions attached to them. The combination of shared symbols and assumptions has 

the effect of constraining the way a group perceives the universe and also govems their choices 

in behaviour. This is how public memory defines the Limits to thought and behaviour. 

Public memory provides a mode1 for exarnining what Douglas cdls the ccsociai 

determinants of belief.""' Cosmology, the symbols used by a group, serves to represent the set 

of categories which are in use within the social world.'" No aspect of social life -- religion, 

sexuality, science, the economy. the environment, and so on -- is fiee from the constraints of ou .  

cosmology, "Each social form and its accompanying style of tilinking restricts individual thought 

and action, even when it most seems to celebrate the value of the individuai as such."'" As will 

be argued in Chapter Three: kfnsss 12fedirr and the Conr>-oi of Syymbolic Production, the ceatre of 

'individualisrn' and the 'sovereign consumer' -- the market economy and its media systems -- is 

a definitional centre. This definitional centre exercises considerable control over individual 

thought and action even while apparently providing the quintessential expression of liberty, 
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individual choice, and life-style fkeedom. Public memory will reveal the nature of mass media's 

socidizing power as definitional control over the social order. This is among the most 

fundamental of socid powers because it allows those who wield it to manipulate the shape of 

realities inhabited by hundreds of millions, if not billions, of individuals. Media theorist David 

L. Altheide refers to this type of power as social power, "The capacity to define and sustain 

definitions of situations for self and others is the capacity to construct social reality."'24 It will be 

seen that the current econornic system places severe institutiondized and systemic social 

detemünants upon belief and action within media culture. Public memory will serve to explain 

the cultural process which enables this defuiitional control of the econornic system. 

Through witchcraft accusations Douglas provides another example of how a syrnbol c m  

exercise definitional control over the social world. In Naturd SymboZs Douglas looks at social 

worlds in Central Afkica where a dominant shared assumption is that the universe is dangerous 

and "threatened by sinister powers operated by feilow human beings."''5 Witchcraft accusations 

reflect the assumption of a threatened universe because the accusation focuses on "evil practice 

on a cosmic ~cale.""~ This idea of witchcraft shodd not be confiised with o u  'modem' notion 

of cats and broomsticks. In Central f i c a  the entire universe is at stake when witchcraft is 

involved. The witch is a complete perversion of nature and is associated, therefore, with the 

124David L. Altheide. An Ecology of Communication: Culfural Formats of Control, 
(Hawthorne, New York: Aldine de Gruyter? 1 995), 2 13. 



reverse of the naturai order in normal human lives.ln He or she works at night, can fly, be in two 

places at once and change shape? The nature of a witch reflects assumptions about the nature 

of society: 

the body politic tends to have a clear extemal boundary, and a confused interna1 
state in which envy and favouritism flounsh and continually confound the proper 
expectations of mernbers. So the body of the witch, normal-seeming and 
apparently carrying the nomal hurnan limitations, is equipped with hidden and 
extraordinarily malevolent powers ... his imer self has escaped f?om social 
restraint, Iz9 

The witch represents the condition of the shared social reaiity. The symbol of the witch is 

seen to govem choices in behaviour because a witchcraft accusation is a "righteous demand for 

~ o n f o ~ t y . " " ~  An accusation is an "idiom of control, since it pins blarne for misfortune on 

trouble-makers and deviants.""' The witch symbol operates within a shared set of assumptions 

and thereby exercises definitional control over social reality. Witchcraft accusations help define 

who is part of the community and who is to be excluded.'" 

Witchcraft accusations reinforce the classification of relationships. The witch symbol 

and the social action surrounding it provides a "means of clarifying and affimüng social 

"'Douglas says diis: "In a cornmunity in which overt confikt cannot be contahed, 
witchcraft fears are used to justiS expulsion and fission. These are communities in which 
authority has very weak resources" (Ibid). 



def î t i~ns . " "~  The symbol of the witch in Central m c a  provides an example of how social 

structure corresponds with the dominant pattern of symbols. This gives nse to a question about 

media culture that will need to be addressed. 1s there a dominant pattern of symbols within mass 

media that corresponds to a pattern of symbols and shared assumptions withui media culture? In 

Chapter Four: Implicit Asszimptions Within hfass Media, I will explore instances of dominant 

symbol patterns within rnass media which correspond to pattems of shared assumptions. This 

will reveal the definitional processes of public memory at work within media culture. 

IrnpIicit Assumptions and Credibility 

Douglas describes die structure of social interaction as something which is communicated 

through implicit meanings, which she also refers to as "~mderlying assurnptions" behind 

behaviour, ritual or othenuise."" The more a group of individuals share the same set of implicit 

assumptions, that much more so will shared symbols serve to communicate the structure of social 

interaction. Witchcrafi accusations, for example, are oniy as effective as the idea of comrnunity 

is ~ t r 0 n g . I ~ ~  Without access to the implicit meanings and assumptions of a given culture the 

rationale behind everyday behaviour and highly ritmlized behaviour will remain opaque to the 

outside observer. This was Douglasy experience in her fieldwork with the Lele. 

' 3 3 ~ a r y  Douglas. ccIntroduction: Thirty Years after Witchcraf Oracles, and Magic," 
Witchcraft Confssions and Acczrsations, edited by Mary Douglas. (London: Tavistock, 1970), 
XXV. 

134 Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 3 8. 

'3SDouglas. ccIntroduction: Thirty Years after Wifchcraf Oracles, and Magie," xxv. 
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Douglas descnbes irnplicit meanïngs as a type of shared knowledge that is backgrounded 

within the social world. hpl ici t  rneanings within a culture are "regarded as too true to warrant 

further discu~sion."'~~ When widely shared throughout the social world, implicit rneanings 

provide "the stable background on which more coherent rneanings are b a ~ e d . " ' ~ ~  Douglas sees a 

direct relationship between the background of assumptions created by implicit rneanings and the 

clarity of communication withio the social world. "When the background of assmptions 

upholds what is verbally explicit, rneanings come across loud and clear. Through these implicit 

channels of meaning, human sociew is achieved, clarity and speed of clue-readiog ens~red.""~ 

Background assumptions are the very frarnework of communication. Among the Lele, the 

ritualized killing and eating of a pangolin occurs within a context of  underlying assumptions -- 

assumptions about the human world and the animal world. The rituals which involve a pangolin 

serve to communicate the order of the Lele universe because the Lele share the sarne set of 

assumptions about fish? fertility, scaliness, spirits, pregnant woman, and so on. 

According to Douglas, implicit rneanings and symbols are responsible for social 

reproduction -- the process of a society maintaining itself through time. An understandhg of the 

role of implicit meanings in the processes of social reproduction will provide insight into the 

nature of mass media's control over contemporary social worlds. Implicit meanïngs provide the 

foundation for credibility within the social world. 

136Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 3. 

'''fi id. 

'-"fiid., 4. 
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Douglas sees the basis of society as existing within a shared apprehension of "a general 

pattern of what is right and necessary in social  relation^."'^' This shared apprehension generates 

each culture's "favoured pattemings of reality" arising out of the surroundhg social experience. 

It is the shared assumptions cornmunicated through public memory which h i t  the available 

choices within a cultural system and establish credibility within the social world. 

The characteristics of a particular classification system, such as the Lele's, create what 

Douglas calls the "social conditions for ~redibi1it.y."'~~ The ritual eating of the pangolin is seen 

as a credible activity across die entire Lele social world, T h e  junior Pangolin man announced on 

behalf of the initiates that the village was 'tied' (kanda), that is, that sexual intercourse was 

banned until after the eatinç of  the pangolin and the sliedding of animal blood in the hunt that 

should follow the feast."'" No villager questions the legitirnacy of the ritual ban. The shared 

understanding of rhis ritual activity and its credibility arises out of the Lele's implicit 

assumptions about the nature of their universe. 

Credibility results fiom a perceived match between the structure of nature and the 

structure of muid within any given cultural systern.14' For Douglas, a culture's classification 

system is credible because it 'fits' with shared interaction within the social world. There is no 

rightness to classifications which can exist apart from a shared social order or organization of 

social interaction. 
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It would be easy to overstate the degree to which tribal or contemporary social worlds 

express credibility and legitimacy through a symbolically consistent classification of the world. 

Victor Turner notes that the Ndembu people of northwestern Zambia are faced with conflicting 

sets of norms, "People who observe one set of norms find that this very observance makes them 

traosgress equally valid d e s  belonging to another set."'43 This is similar to the contemporary 

situation where one set of symbols and noms govems behaviour in one area of life, such as 

religion, and another set of norms and symbols define action elsewhere, such as in business.lM 

Collective rnemory does not restrict credibility w i t h  the social order to the operation of 

just one set of symbols and norms. Often, the social world is comprised of multiple symbol-sets 

which express conflicting values and conflicting systems of legitimation. The cultural debate 

within society arises out of conflict wifhirz the realm of a syrnbol-set and between cornpeting 

symbol-sets. A symbol-set can be described as providing the organizktg principles which bring 

order to the social world. Tumer notes that the Ndembu society expresses consistent 

organizational principtes even though they live in a world of cornpeting sets of norms and 

cornpeting sets of rituals/symbols.'"5 Cornpetition and contradiction do not rule out order within 

the social world. 

Public memory reproduces the social world through cornrnunicating the assumptions 

behind a cultural system's social order and so prevents alternative realities (alternative 

'"Turner. The Forest of Symbols, 4. 

IWI recall a story about the wife of industnalist J.R. Rockefeller being asked how her 
husband could attend church and also be a multibiilionaire business man. Mrs. Rockefeller 
replied, "My husband never mixes business with religion." 

'45Tunier. The Foresr of Symbols, 3-4. 
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classification systems) fÏom ovenvhelming the social order. Thus Douglas does not see public 

memory as existing apart from the social system as a form of disembodied and transcendant 

collective unconscious, "My wish has always been to take seriously Durkheim's idea that the 

properties of classification systems denve fiom and are indeed properties of the social system in 

which they are ~ s e d . " ' ~ ~  For Douglas, the individuai's perception is filtered through the logical 

properties of social forms and these properties are communicated through symbols in use within 

the social ~ o r l d . ' ~ ~  

Douglas' epistemology c m  be summarized as follows; social experience generates 

principles of classification (Le. what is clean/unclean, human/animal, kidstranger, and so forth), 

these principles of classification reproduce a given social pattern, the social pattern serves to 

reinforce the principles of classification and so al1 forms of knowledge become dependent on the 

principles of ctassification embedded in the social ~ o r l d . ' ~ ~  RUS, for Douglas, the processes 

surrounding public memory are the social foundation to thought -- thinking rests upon socially 

generated classification principles which set boundaries around the possibilities of thought and 

e~per i ence . '~~  What we know about reality and how belief in this knowledge is sustained cannot 

'"Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 296. 

L481bid., 245. Douglas says this: "Ultimately any forms of knowledge depend on 
principles of classification" (Ibid.). 

I4'h this regard Douglas' cultural theory of collective memory is sùnilar to Jürgen 
Habermas' concept of a shared iifeworld. Habermas describes the lifeworld as both a context 
and resource which "offers a storehouse of unquestioned cultural givens." Ingrained cultural 
background assumptions frame communication between individuals who thereby share a ccformal 
concept of the world." This lifeworld defines "Iegitimately ordered interactions" and creates the 
grounds for collective interpretation and action. See Jürgen Habermas. Moral Consciousness 



be explained without reference to the communication of classification priaciples and implicit 

assumptions through the processes of public rnern~ry . '~~  Public memory is not an abject but is a 

process of knowing. Douglas thus describes al1 experience as being received in a çtnictured form 

and argues that reality rnust be symbolically organized if interpretation and action are to take 

place within the socid w ~ r l d . ' ~ '  

How Public Memory Changes 

Since the social world is not static we should expect to see change reflected in public 

memory. Durkheim explained changes in the conscience collective as due to changes in the 

division of laboudE Douglas also sees a culture's classification system as tied to the division of 

labour. A community's "self-knowledge and knowledge of the world" will change when the 

organization of work cl~anges.'~' A new level of economic activity tempts people "out of their 

and Communicative Action, translated by Christian Lenhardt and Shierry Weber Nicholsen. 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1990, originally published in Geman as 
Moralbewz~sstsein und kominzmikatives Handein, 1 98 3), 1 3 5- 13 6. 

''"For a brkf overview of how classifications and assumptions form the core of a world- 
view (shared view of reality), see Mary Douglas, "World View and Core," written in reply to 
John Skorupski, "Pangolin Power," and "Our Philosopher Replies" in Philosophical Disputes in 
the Social Sciences, edited by S.C. Brown. (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1979), 15 1-194. 

"'Robert Wuthnow, James Davison Hunter, Aibert Bergesen, and Edith Kurzweil. 
Cultural Anabsis: The W'rk of Peler L. Berger, Mary Douglas, Michel Foucault, and Jilrgen 
Habermas. (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1984), 82. 

'"Émile Durkheim. The Division of Labor in Society, translated by W.D. Halls. (New 
York: The Free Press, 1984). 

'53Douglas. I-low Institutions Think, 102. 
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niches by new possibilities of exercising or evading control."'" This leads to new social groups 

which create new analogies which in turn make "new kinds of people."'" There is a clear 

flexïbility in Douglas' cultural theory which sees iridividuals as subjected to &e classification 

systems of their social environment, but also allows for individuals to manipulate the 

classification system, or create new ones, to their own advantage. Douglas contrasis her position 

to the ccnorrnal sociological posture for thiaking about institutions" which either ignores the role 

of the individual altogether or sees individuals as ''threatened by, or controlled by institutions."'" 

In contrast to these sociological postures, Douglas proposes a cultural theory which allows for 

"individuals who are setting up and maintahhg the institutions as part of a process of 

incorporating other individuais in their own life pr~jects." '~ This tension is resolved through the 

processes of change which occurs through the failure of pollution beliefs to protect the 

classification system and dirough the appearance of new economic activity within the social 

r eah~ . ' *~  Douglas' theory of public memory does account for socid change as well as social 

reproduction. Following the agenda of classic sociologyy both Douglas and Durkheim look to 

the division of labour as the source of change within public rnemory. Here I will explore changes 

in the mode of communication as a source of change within public memory. In Chapter Five: 

' "fi id. 

'56~ouglas, Risk and Blame, x. 

'57ibid., x-xi. 

'581n Puriiy and Danger Douglas details how pollution beliefs are "an intelligible concem 
to protect society fkom behaviour that will wreck it" (fiid, 4). 
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Cyberspace and the Subversion of Dejinitional Control, I will demonstrate that the change in the 

mode of communication which is found in the appearance of cyberspace has enabled new 

assumptions and new symbol-sets to flow through media culture. The effect of these symbol-sets 

will be described as the erosion of the credibility of the McDonald's Corporation, credibility 

which is sustained through mass media-generated assumptions. The existence of alternative 

symbols within cyberspace will also be described as an indication of the failure of pollution 

beliefs within media culture, which in turn suggests the initiai stages of the developrnent of a 

new social order. 



Social intercourse generates categories which are used to organize the universe. These 

categories refiect assurnptions about the nature of the universe and are expressed through 

symbols such as the pangolin. The symbols generated by the social world constitute the 

cosmology of a particular culture. The b u s e  set of symbols aiso reflects the perceptual bias of a 

social order. Symbols reproduce the social order through embodying the underiying categories 

and assumptions which organize the social world. Symbols and rihial for Douglas are the 

framework of consciousness. Collective (public) mernory is a f o m  of social meta- 

communication which transmits knowledge of the socid world throughout the entire socid 

system. For the purposes of my analysis of the symbolics of m a s  media the elements of her 

theory of public rnemory c2n be summarized as follows: 

Symbols: 

- Any word, thought, or object which embodies a degree of shared meaning between two or more 

people. The s hared meaning which defmes a thing as a symbol has a quality of analogy or 

representation. Symbols act as analogous referents, representations of a meaning or assumption 

which lies beyond the symbol itself. A Coke bottle does not simply refer to 'Coca-Cola' or 

'drink' but acts as a representation of 'the real thuig' and 'perfect harmony' -- a utopic state 

achieved through branded consumption. 



Implicit meanings and assumptions: 

- Douglas tends to be irnprecise in her separation of the concepts of implicit meanùigs and 

impiicit assumptions. As far as 1 can determine, the two are largely equivalent to each other. 

Irnplicit meanings cm be said to operate as assurnprions about the nature of the universe. The 

implicit meaning of the pangolin is fertility and a good hunt. In social action surrounding the 

pangolin-as-symbol, this classification of the universe is assumed by those perceiving the 

symbol. Therefore the symbol ernbodies the shared set of assumptions within the conte- of 

social action. The rneaning of the pangolin symbol is implied through the assumptions which are 

reflected in social action around the ritual use of the symbol -- cuit initiation, ban on sexuality, 

selective consumption, and conclusion of the n t ~ a l  with sex and hunting. AL1 actions reflect, but 

do not directly state, die implicit meaning of the pangolin -- more babies and a good hunt. 

Etud: 

- Ritual has a very broad use for Douglas. Any social communication involves symbols. All use 

of symbols in social interaction and communication is tituai action. Douglas appears to equate 

ail communication with ritual action. Aside £kom noting that public mernory is a ritual process of 

cornmunication, ritual, as a conceptual tool, remains largely outside the focus of this analysis. 

Here the focus is on symbols within modes of communication. At the level of abstraction whkh 

equates al1 communicative action as both symbolic and rituaiized, the concept of ritual does little 

more than identifi symbols-as-communication as a pattemed social process. Communication 

will take on rnany ritual forms, but a typology of ritual forms is not the subject of this 

dissertation. 



Perceptual Bias: 

- When the universe is ordered tlirougli symbols and social interaction this ordering process 

creates a perceptual bias in those who share a classification system (a culture). The social order 

becomes a way of thinking, a perceptual bias, which entrenches mind and society in a feedback 

loop. This loop is re-ordered through the renegotiation of classifications. Negotiation arises as a 

response to the accumulation of anomalies in social life. Perceptual bias describes how, through 

collective memory, the structure o f  society operates as the structure of thought. The order of 

society thereby establishes the bias of individual perception. 

Credibility : 

- When a group shares the s m e  set of assumptions about the nature of the universe, credibility 

acts as a measure of the 'fit? between actioii and irnplicit meaning. Only meanings and actions 

which match the classification system at the foundation of social order will be seen to be 

credible. 

Public Mernory: 

- The focus of this mode1 of public memory is on the way in which symbols ernbody the social 

order. A dominant configuration of symbols reflects a dominant social order. Public memory 

describes how symbols not oniy reflect social order, but also influence its reproduction by 

perpetuating a perceptual bias within social action. Public memory also describes the 

dennitional control which symbols exercise over individual perception. Public memory thus 

describes the reproduction of irnplicit assumptions about the universe Mthin the social world. 
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As symbols affect the ordering of perception, therefore control over the flow of symbols 

is tantamount to control over the order of social reality. It is this premise which provides the 

relevance of pub!ic memory as a theoretical tool for analysing symbol flow within stmcturally- 

differentiated modes of communication. Throughout the remahder of this work 1 have renarned 

'public memory,' preferring to cal1 it 'collective mernory.' This is done to emphasize its d l -  

embracing nature as it preconditions both m a s  behaviour patterns and the mode of thinking 

within the most private recesses of the mind. 'Collective' is also intended as a rhetorical device 

to emphasize the implications of tliis way of thinking about thinking within a society enamoured 

with a mythological sovereign consumer. Collective memory serves to dethrone, behead; and 

bury the royal treatment of the self. 

Douglas' theory of collective memory raises a number of issues in this andysis of mass 

media and cyberspace as cultural systerns. Her theory of the defuitional power of symbols will 

shed light on niedia's social role. If structuraily-differentiated media systems have different 

qualities of symbol-set cohesion and fragmentation, then this structural differentiation between 

Qpes of media systems will intluence the reproduction of the social order. This is a key 

perspective which a theory of collective memory brings to the analysis of media systems. Also, 

if, as Douglas' theory suggests, social structure corresponds to a dominant pattern of symbols, 

then the presence or absence of a domiriant pattern of symbols widiin a media system will have 

implications for the nature of social reproduction within media culture. My analysis will reved 

that the structure of mass media leads directly to a controlled, dominant symbol pattern while the 

smcture of cyberspace disables the establishment of a similar dominant symbol-set. Collective 

memoly then allows us to assess this structural differentiation as having implications for the 



64 

social order of media culture. But before addressing diese issues, the following chapter will 

describe how pollution beliefs enabie the reproduction of the irnplicit assumptions ~ h i c h  

collective memory comrnunicates throughout a social order. 



Chapter Two: The Role of Pollution Beliefs within Definitional 
Control 

1 have outiined how a shared social world &ses out of the irnplicit assumptions and 

symbols which are communicated through the processes of collective (public) memory. 

Following Mary Douglas, 1 have arrived at a description of culture as a social bond based upon 

the construction of common categorie~. '~~ For Douglas, culture is the "package of values" which 

&se out of the categories that organize interaction within a social g r o ~ ~ . ' ~ ~  Collective memory 

provides a way to describe how culture is cornmunicated and reproduced. Ritual and symbols 

transmit shared assumptions and perpetuate the cognitive and percephal bias of the social world. 

Social cohesion and reproduction of the social order result £rom these processes of collective 

memory. 

Douglas seeks to develop Durkheim's basic observation -- that social conesion depends 

on individuals sharing categories of thought?' But a cultural system is not an iron cage. In this 

chapter 1 will explore how, according to Douglas, pollution beliefs are essential to the 

maintenance of the 'package of values' which constitute culture. This will provide a foundation 

for exploring how cyberspace can be described as a form of pollution within media culture. In 

'59Douglas. Risk and Blame, 194. Douglas notes that at the end of the 1900's the idea of 
the shared construction of conceptual categories waç rejected by many, and that to this day, 
"Many philosophers of science find it controversial, and others repugnant." (Ibid, 212). At the 
same t h e ,  Douglas found that within the field of anthropology the concept of shared conceptual 
categories is so widely recognized that "reviewing anthropologists castigate me for statulg the 
obvious" (fiid., 194). 

' 6 t D ~ ~ g l ~ .  Hoiv Imtitufionr Think, 8. 



Chapfer Four the operation of pollution beliefs within media systems will be identified as an 

aspect of mass media's definitional coneol over the social order. Here pollution beliefs will 

provide a conceptual tool for examining the mass media event known as Watergate. Polliition 

beliefs will dso  serve to explain a cultural debate over narcotics as captured in a highschool 

textbook in use in Ontario circa 1925 (Chapter Four). 

The Cultural Debate 

Culture, for Douglas, is not an open-ended field of infinite possilvi5ties because each 

culture is legitimated upon a "different logicai base."16' Culture is constrained by a cognitive 

apparatus which "provides in advance some basic categories, a positive pattern in which ideas 

and values are tidily ordered. And above d l ,  it [culture] has authority, since each [individual] is 

indüced to assent because of the assent of ~ t h e r s . " ' ~ ~  The 'logical base' which constrains action 

and thought within a culture is expressed through categories (for example, 'mother,' 'sister7) 

which organize social action. But Douglas does not see culture as impervious to ~ h a n g e . ' ~  

'6Z~ouglas. Risk and BZame, 13 6. 

'63Douglas. Purity and Danger, 3 8-39. 

'"By recognizing that culture involves a process of stniggle over the fiamework of 
reality, a struggle over the conceptual categories in use within the social world, Douglas avoids 
the "Myth of Cultural Integration," which sociologist Margaret S. Archer accuses Douglas of 
describing. (Margaret S. Archer. "Theory, Culture and Post-Industrial Society." Global 
Cuhre: Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity," edited by Mike Featherstone. (London: 
Sage, 1 !BO), 1 16.) Archer on& cites one of Douglasy earliest works (Purity and Danger, 1966) 
as an example of theorizing culture as a ccmonistic integrated whole" (ibid.). But the importance 
of the cultural debate as a central theme of Douglas' later writings suggests that Archer greatiy 
misreads Douglas. Douglas would certainly agree with Archer's conclusion that "cultural 
contradictions within and between belief systems" are a critical aspect of social change (Ibid, 
1 17). 



Douglas suggests that there may be a "misleading natural bias towards thinking that the 

norm is for collectivities to be viable" and prefers to start with the assurnption that "collective 

action is d i fn~ul t . " '~~ The collective action that culture implies arises out of a set of choices 

which ccconstnict conceptual categones" seen as appropriate to the context of social intera~ti0n.l~~ 

But once a social group establishes its conceptuai categones debate then arises over how to 

achieve shared goals. According to Douglas, the object of the debate within a group is '?O 

legitimize the form of their ~ociety."~~' For Douglas, a culture is a stnictured fhmework arising 

out of this debate which afFms some things while denying others.16' Culture is the arena of 

public debate and "major debates are about cont~-01."'~~ 

Douglas' cultural theory begins with the claim that culture is "a system of perçons 

holding one another mutualiy ac~ountable."'~~ Belief that something is dangerous is used within 

the debate to constrain the behaviour of group members. The idea of danger and pollution acts as 

'6SDouglasy Risk and Blame, 133. Elsewhere Douglas says this: "Cultural stability is short 
lived, homogeneity achieved with difficulty and always about to dissolve." Mary Douglas. 
"Risk as a Forensic Resource," Daedalz~s. Fall 1990, Volume 119, Number 4. 4. Similarly, 
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckrnann note that "The legitimation of the institutional order is 
also faced with the ongoing necessity of keeping chaos at bay. Al1 social reality is precarious. 
,4ZZ societies are constructions in the face of chaos" î l e  Social Construction of Realiîy: A 
Treaîise in the SocioZogy of Knotvledge, (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1967) 103. 

i66Douglas, Risk and Blame, 133. 

1691bid., 285. Douglas also speaks of "common cognitive enterprises" as accountability 
systems in "Passive Voice Theories in Reiigious Sociology," In the Active Voice, (London: 
Routledge and Kegan P~LLI, 1982), 1-15 

'70Douglas. "Risk as a Forensic Resource." 10. 
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a rhetorical resource within the cultural debate."' The debate itself is about cultural con for mi^. 

and social reproduction: "The debate sways between pressures for emancipation fiom the old 

institutional constraints and pressures to sustain the institutions in which authority and solidarity 

reside."'" In the ongoing cultural debate danger acts as a politicized form of social coercion. 

Within the debate danger is cited when a valued institution is threatened.lTJ Witchcraft 

accusations are an exarnple of pollution beliefs in action. They are a response to a perceived 

danger to the order of the universe and local loyalties.'" 

Douglas uses the idea of pollution beliefs to explain how the social world is maintained, 

"complex pollution beliefs preserve the social categories" -- categories cornmunicated through 

the processes of collective r n e r n ~ r ~ . " ~  At stake in the cultural debate are the very categories of 

social life which collective memory reproduces. Pollution beliefs will prove useful in 

understanding how cyberspace is received widiin institutions and how its uncontrolied symbol- 

flow affects the classificatory powers of mass media (Chapter Five). 

Douglas' cultural tlieory examines social cohesion through three claims about culture: (1) 

cultures are precarious; they exist through time because each culture legitimates coercion to resist 

L74Douglas. Nafurai Symbols, 1 1 1 - 1 14. 

17'Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky. Risk and Culture: An Essay on the Selection of 
Technological and Environmental Dangers, (Berkeley: University of California Press, l982), 46. 



pressures to t r a n ~ f o r r n , ~ ~ ~  "authority is always fcagile and power always held p r e c a r i o ~ s l ~ ; " ' ~ ~  (2) 

pollution, danger and risk beliefs are used as bargainhg weapons within the endless normative 

debate, and different types of culture will select different kinds of dangers;'" and (3) the 

normative debate which mises at the founding of any culture or institution can c~l lapse."~ Since 

the object of the debate is '?O legitimize the form of society," the end of the debate brhgs with it 

the end of the social intercourse which constitutes the social w ~ r l d . ' ~ ~  The precarious nature of 

culture, authority, and power: the politicized context of danger and risk perception (pollution 

beliefs); and the threat of cultural collapse I take from Douglas to describe the generalized 

context in which human communication takes place. Al1 of these take shape according to the 

perceptual biases of any given culture. 

When Douglas turned lier attention to the social conditions affectkg aicoholism, she 

observed that comrnunity autliority, community ntuals, and community solidarity are key points 

of reference.18' The community, the culture that we create out of social interaction, is a 

communication system which enables social cohesion but cornes at the cost of mutual coercion. 

18016id., 133. Douglas says this: "Each individual who enters a social relation is drawn at 
the same tirne into a debate about what the relation is and how it ought to be conducted" (fiid). 

l g l ~ a r y  Douglas. "A Distinctive Anthropological Perspective," Constructive Drinking: 
Perspectives on Drinkfiorn Anthropology, edited by Mary Douglas. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987), 6. 
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Culture, as a communication system, carries the mechanism of coercion in the form of pollution, 

danger, and nsk beliefs."' In the following, I will explore how the processes of collective 

memory are not benign but are implicated directly in the legitimation of authority and power 

through the transmission of pollution, danger, and risk beliefs. 

Pollution BeIiefs and Definitional Control 

Douglas describes pollution beliefs as emerging from the process of classifying and 

ordering e~penence . '~~ These beliefs operate around the underlyîng assumptions coflll~lmicated 

through symbols within the social world. Pollution beliefs are a form of socially-embedded 

authonty. They maintain the underlying assumptions within a culture. Pollution beliefs enforce 

conformity to shared assumptions and categoties by defining dangers and prescribing 

punishment.'8' 

Pollution beliefs do more than simply enforce conformity. They also provide the criticd 

service of protecting the weakest part of a culture's fiamework. Wherever there is ambiguity 

within the shared classifications and categones underlying behaviour pollution beliefs &se to 

protect and preserve these fragile aspects of a culture's cosrnol~gy. '~~ 

'8'~oug~as says this: "Victim blaming facilitates intemal social control; outsider blaming 
enhances loyalty. Both ploys would serve an intention to prevent the commmity fiom being 
riven by dissention." Mary Douglas. Risk Accepfabiliiy According to the Social Sciences, 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), 59. 
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Pollution beliefs protect the implicit assumptions behind shared social experience. In 

doing so they serve to reproduce the social world. But the power of social cohesion implicit in 

pollution beliefs is not absolute. Pollution beliefs are effective as a means of social reproduction 

only in so far as individuals are committed to the shared set of assumptions underlying society, 

'Their power to hold people to a code of behaviour is no more dian the power of those people's 

respect for that code. This, of course, sets limits to the scope for manipulating a social situation 

by citing danger beliefs."lg6 When implicit assumptions are shared widely across the social 

world, pollution beliefs prove to be highly effective in ordering behaviour and maintaining the 

cosmoiogical categories which organize the social world. Douglas reaches the sarne conclusion 

in Puriv andDanger when she notes that "symbols c m  only have effect so long as they 

command 

The relationship between pollution beIiefs and the maintenance of the categories 

contained within collective memory is also argued by Durkheim. Sociologist Anthony Giddens 

interprets Durkheim as drawing a direct line between punishment (an outcome of pollution 

beliefs) and the conscience collective. Giddens outlines Durkheimian thought dong the 

following lines: religious systems are the original source of pend law. Punishment is a 

manifestation of collective outrage when the shared moral code is broken. Penal law (law that 

187 Douglas. Purity and Danger, 69. Douglas makes a sirnilar point about witchcraft 
accusations and community solidarity, "witchcraft beliefs are essentially a means of claiQing 
and aff i rming social definitions ... the witch-image is as effective as the idea of the community is 
strong." Mary Douglas. cchtroduction: Thirty Years after Witchcraft, Oracles and Magie," xxv. 



requires punishrnent) thus rests on sentiments that are widely ~hared- ' '~ It is these widely shared 

sentiments which "presupposes the existence of a strongly defined conscience collective ... The 

primary function of punishment, therefore, is to protect and reafhm the conscience collective 

the face of acts which question ils ~anctity.'"'~ It is here that we corne to the key dynamic of 

pollution beliefs. Pollution beliefs protect the impLicit assumptions that are backgrounded within 

the social world. 

Douglas makes a direct connection between pollution beliefs and a cultural system of 

shared values.190 Although within anthropology pollution d e s  usually focus on prohibiting 

physicai contact, Douglas sees the root of pollution behaviour in rnuch broader t e ~ m s . ' ~ ~  

Pollution d e s  are an extension of the processes of classification. They are an extension of the 

perceptual process because they "impose order on experience" and generate social pressure to 

conforni to the shared values and categories of the social w0r1d.I~~ Poilution behaviour thus 

involves more than an idea of dirt or physical restrictions but encompasses al1 shared values in 

the social world. For Douglm, pollution behaviour is ultimately defined as "the reaction to any 

event likely to confuse or contradict cherished classifi~ations."'~~ Wherever social values and 

irnplicit assumptions are widely shared, pollution beliefs will be seen to operate. Pollution 

Ig8Giddens. Capitalism and Modern Social Theory, 74-76. 

i89fiid, 75. 

lgO~ouglas. Implicit Meanings, 51. 

lg'lbid., 55. 

1921bid., 53. 

1931bid., 5 1. 
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beliefs therefore operate around the "areas of greatest systernisation" within the social order."' 

A highly defined social order wili corne with a large set of pollution rules. This was Douglas' 

experience when she observed the Lele's many d e s  surrounding eating meat. 

'94Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 57. 



This chapter briefly described Mary Douglas' cultural theory of pollution beliefs and 

social accountability. Pollution beliefs hold people accouotable to the classifications which 

establish social order. When the social order is at stake pollution beliefs will a ise to protect the 

credibility of authority which is based on a particular ordering of the universe. For authority to 

maintain its legitimacy it must ensure that the classification of nature at the foundation of its 

credibility is not rejected w i t h  the social world. Pollution beliefs operate as rhetoricd devices 

w i t b  the ongoing cultural debate over the shape and direction of the social order. Pollution 

beliefs will carry moral force ody if the categories and classifications in question are widely 

shared. Ig5 

The danger beliefs which have been aroused by the recent appearance of cyberspace 

within media culture are indicative of a perceived threat to cherished categories within media 

culture. Cyberspace is one more technology that has been caught up in the ongoing cultural 

debate. Culture theory suggests that attitudes to cyberspace will reflect attitudes to various 

institutions such as the state, family, and marketplace. Aaron Wildavslq and Karl Dake's s w e y  

of risk perceptions associated with technology implies that the debate over cyberspace is a 

conflict over die füture shape and values of society, %e great struggles over the perceived 

'''This theory of pollution beliefs and the maintenance of shared conceptual categories is 
also reiterated in Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavslq's Risk and Culture: An Essay on the 
Selection of TechnologicnZ and Environmental Dangers, (Berkeley: University of Callornia 
Press, 1983). Douglas and Wildavsky base their anaiysis on a problematic classification of 
societies as expressing market individualisrn, hierarchy, and sectarianism. Given the difficulties 
of overlaying this QpoIogy on global media culture and global cyberspace-based communities, 
my analysis will simply use Douglas' more general observations about the role of pollution 
beliefs in protecting shared assurnptions, as outlined above. 
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dangers of technology in our time are essentially about tmst and distrust of societal institutions, 

that is, about cultural c~nfl ic t ." '~~ Cyberspace will be seen to undermine the authority sources of 

the economic system which rely on the structural constraints of monopolistic mass media. As far 

as the maintenance ofthe economic system's implicit assumptions is concerned it will be seen 

that, metaphorically speaking, cyberspace is a form of pollution which threatens the arbitrary 

authority and credibility of institutions, such as the McDonaldYs Corporation and the Church of 

Scientology (Chapter Five). 

But how can pollutioddanger beliefs operate within the econornic system if we lack 

widely shared implicit meanings? Recall that pollution beliefs operate around the areas of 

greatest systernisation. Durkheim, Douglas, and Giddens al1 suggest that what distinguishes 

contemporary society fiom tribal cultures is a fiagmented cosmology. Douglas goes so far as to 

suggest that "one of the greatest problems of our day is the lack of cornmitment to cornmon 

symbols.'~'97 As will be seen in the Conclusion, 1 will suggest just the opposite -- one of the 

greatest problems of our day is the mass commiûnent to symbols generated by the economic 

system via the mass media. It is on the matter of the supposed fragmentation of cosmology and 

expenence within contemporary society that I will suggest we are actually closer to the unified 

symbolic whole of tribal culture than is generally beiieved. 

The unified cosmology of nibal societies is, of course, not an entirely accurate 

description. Just as it was once mistakenly assumed that al1 tribal individuals are religious and 

Ig6Aaron Wildavsb and Karl Dake. "Theories of Risk Perception: Who Fears What and 
Why?" Daedalus. VoIurne 19, Nurnber 4. Fail, 1990. 56. 

'97Douglas. Natural S'bols, 1. 
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only contemporary individuals are secdar, so it is also incorrect to assume that al1 tribal social 

worlds are symbolic w h o l e ~ . ~ ~ ~  Douglas recogiizes degrees of secularity within tribal society, as 

weil as degrees of ambiyity across cultures.'99 Here it is important to bear, in mind that this 

dissertation is not an attempt to define a scale of symbolic unity across tribal and contemporary 

cultures. 1 am more interested in the processes of communication which are shared across culture 

and throughout time -- the processes surroundhg the definitionai power of syrnbols. There is no 

communication without symboIs and no social existence without the fkaming of a social world 

through implicit assumptions contained within collective rnern~ry."~ Consider Douglas' 

I9'See Stanley Diamond's essay, "The Uses of the Primitive," in Primifive Views of the 
World, edited by Stanley Diarnond (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969)' v-xxïv, for an 
exploration of how the modem idea of primitive society is "a logical projection of civilized 
societies" with little to do with the actual state of the primitive (Ibid, x). See also Stanley 
Diarnond. in Search of the Primitive: A Critique of Civilization, (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Transaction Books, 1974); and Robert Redfield. The Primitive VorZd and Its Transformations, 
(Ithaca, New York: Corne11 Universiv Press, 1953, reprinted 197 1). 

199~ougtas. Implicit Meanings, 52-53. Douglas' essay on jokes (hplicit Meanings, 90- 
114) details how tribal cultures can have an awareness of the arbitrary nature of their social 
world. Tribal and contemporary cultures both contain a high degree of critical self-awareness 
when it cornes to the problem of "the relation of thought to experience which are, undeniably, a 
universal preoccupation of philosophy Cprimitive or modem]" (Ibid, 1 1 1). Tribal culture is most 
decidedly not distinguished fiom contemporary societies by virtue of a supposed irrational 
naïvevety towards the social construction of reality. Douglas, building upon the ethnography of 
Victor Tuner, notes that ritual joking within Afkican culture reveals, "the arbitrary, provisional 
nature of the very categories of thought, by lifting their pressure for a moment and suggesting 
other ways of structuring reality, the joke rite in the middle of the sacred moments of religion 
hints at dathomable mysteries" (fiid., 1 10). Awareness of the arbitrary nature of social reality 
may be more fully articulated within contemporary societies, but it certainly is not unique to 
these social worlds. 

200~ouglas says this: "it is impossible to have social relations without symbolic acts." 
Douglas. Purity and Danger, 62. 



observation that "ail communication depends on the use of syrnb01s."~~' SymboIs, to be 

intelligible: require the pre-existence of shared implicit meanings. 

High degrees of uniformity in consurnption, uniformity in life goals, money as a universal 

symbol and measure of value, even uniformity of dress codes within the modem social world 

points to widely shared implicit meanings. Mass media, mass behaviour patterns, and the 

implicit assumptions communicated through media culture will serve to explain why cyberspace 

is greeted with ambiguity. Within the economic system there is a proliferation of tribes but these 

tribes ail interact with the cosmology generated through media culture (Chapter Three). 

'O'Douglas. Natural S'bols, 10. 



Chapter Three: Mass Media and the Control of Symbolic 
Production 

The cultural theory of Mary Douglas describes culture as a communication process. 

Collective memory provides a metaphor for describing culture-as-communication. Collective 

memory reinforces shared values through symbols which saturate the social world. Perceptual, 

cognitive, and affective bias is perpetuated ~vivithùi the social world through classifications and 

implicit assumptions which make the shared comprehension of symbols possible. Pollution 

beliefs, dong with danger and risk perception, aise within the ongoing cultural debate whenever 

the classifications at the foundation of a culture or institution are threatened. 

Collective memory describes how symbolic production and social reproduction is 

controlled within the social world. Does mass media participate in the control of symbolic 

production? Few, if any, media theonsts would argue that mass media does not disseminate 

symbols which influence behaviour throughout globalized media culture. But to what extent 

does mass media exercise conirol over symbols and their meariing withïn local cultures? To 

answer this question 1 will explore how symbols within mass media are largely selected and 

controlled by the current econornic system. 

1 will explore how mass media participates in the control of the symbolic universe of 

media culture and the reproduction of the economic system's values. It will be argued that the 

processes of collective memory also indicate that mass media systems cannot be thought of as 

benign. 1 will suggest that the dissemination of perceptual bias through media systems is 

inevitable and that the mode of mass media (its structural charactenstics) provides the answer to 

the question "what bias is communicated?" 
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My focus on the syrnbolics of media culture is not intended to imply that mass media's 

only symbol-set is that of the dominant economic system. 1 will argue that the market economy 

provides the dominant symbol-set largely because mass media is a sub-system of the market 

economy and therefore operates in the best interests of the economic systern and those who 

receive its first-hits (and the largest slice of the pie) -- the élite. The monopoiization of mass 

media by the élite ensures that any contradictory symbol-sets within media culture cannot match 

the audience share and definitional power of the privileged symbols of the economic system. 

The market economy provides a paradigmatic example of how mass media globalizes a 

privileged world-view within media culture. Just as the market economy has tied most of the 

world together in an integrated marketplace of goods, so has it also tied the world together into a 

single marlcetplace of ideas wherein some ideas have developed a dominant market share. On 

the globalization of the market econorny Peter Beyer has observed that "Cornmodity production 

for a money economy has been a very powerful way of tying almost al1 areas of the world into 2 

single communicative n e t ~ o r k . " ~ ~  This chapter explores how the 'single communicative 

network' of the globalized market economy ensures its ongoing reproduction through the 

socialization power of mass media's pnvileged symbol-set. 

This chapter will describe how, widiin die realrn of global media culture, al1 local cultures 

are already under the influence of the perceptual bias of the economic systern. I will argue that 

this perceptual bias has been established through a process known as the 'management of the 

consumer' and fmt identified in the lâte 1700's by economist Adam Smith. The management of 

the consumer describes how corporations exert influence over the social world of individuals 

"'~eyer. Religion and GZobalizarion, 48. 
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within media culture. I will suggest that this control over the sociai reality of consumers is due to 

the monopolization of media systems by the élite. As media ownership is monopolized, this 

allows for the monopolization of definitional control over media culture. This definitional 

control is fiirther reinforced by the prevalence of a finite set of consumer goods within local 

cultures. Both the range of syrnbols within media and the symbolic nature of goods within the 

marketplace serve to limit the range of possibilities within local world-making. Having 

explained the nature of m a s  media's definitional control over media culture Chapter Fozw will 

then explore concrete examples of the economic system's perceptual bias impacting upon local 

cultures. 

Local Worlds Versus Global Symbols 

Collective memory ensures that any symbols and meanhgs transrnitted via global media 

systems are interpreted at the local level. The local culture supplies the classification taxonomy 

which structures the perception of globalized symbols. Global symbols will always be 

confionted by local perceptual bias. Collective memory provides local sociai worlds with a 

cultural process which limits the potential homogenizing force of globalized media systems. 

This cultural process is the preservation of perceptual and aec t ive  bias within the local social 

world through pollution beliefs. Pollution beiiefs arise out of the perception of a threat to the 

local classification taxonomy (worid-view). A discussion of the definitionai power of rnass 

media needs to account for diese cons~aining effects of collective memory. 

n i e  local social world acts as a hermeneutic filter through which global media culture is 

interpreted and applied. Anthropologist Philip Car1 Salman describes this hemeneutic filter of 



local culture in similar terms; "the imaginative reworking of the cultural vision under the 

stimulus of the global electronic flow continues in one degree or another to draw creatively upori 

local symbolic resources and to acknowledge local conditions and circ~mstances."'~~ The 

imaginative reproduction of local culture makes use of the global flow of symbols and 

indigenous symbolic resources. Collective rnernory suggests that the cultural process which 

combines global symbols and indigenous symbolic resources will involve implicit meanings. 

According to Douglas' cultural theory, we could expect to see the syrnbols of mass media 

subjected to implicit meanings operating at a Tocal level. This is how collective memory would 

constrain chaos fkom ovenvhelming local cultures which are faced with the syrnbols and 

meanings of global media systems. Cultural theory suggests that collective memory limits the 

definitionai power of mass media mediated meanings by supplying the perceptual bias which 

saturates the Iocal culture. But this is oniy half the picture. Local cultures do not stand isolated 

fiom the structures and processes of the global economic system. The analysis of mass media 

must account for how local cultures are thoroughly implicated in the globalized symbol systems 

of rnass media and mass production. 

203PhiIip Car1 Salzman. "The Electronic Trojan Horse: Television in the Globalkation of 
Paramodem Cultures," The Cultural Dimensions of Global Change: An AnthropologicaI 
Appt-oach, edited by Lourdes Arizpe. (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 1996), 214. See also Colleen 
Roach's article, "Cultural Imperïalism and Resistance in Media Theory and Literary Theory," 
Media, Culture and Socieq, Volume 19, Number 1, January 1 997,47-66. 



The Global Context of Local Knowledge 

According to Mary Douglas, the processes of collective memory saturate the social world. 

Everyday social interaction is fkamed by shared implicit meanings. These implicit meanings 

provide the foundation for a shared understanding of symbols, whether words, animais, family 

relations, or quite literally ail aspects of the perceived and imagined universe. Collective 

memoIy embraces aI1 meanings across the social world by fiaming social interaction within 

shared implicit meanings. Can we speak of mass media as a pardlel process which ernbraces 

meanuigs, symbol sets, and cosmologies across the social world dirough the technologically- 

assisted dissemination of implicit meanings? The foiiowing will explore how collective memory 

provides a mode1 of communication which accounts for the audience's local culture and global 

context. 

In Reading Television media theorists Fiske and Hartley note that television exploits the 

structures which the audience uses to '%ategorize, and so make sense of," the surrounding 

world.'04 Television messages are decoded by the audience according to culturally generated 

codes which constrain the perception of the individuai ~iewer.'~' Television symbolically 

reflects the values and relationships beneath the surface of society and presents us with our 

"collective selves."206 Al1 these functions of television sound very much iike the processes of 

collective memory wherein rituals comrnunicate die structure of the social world ( o u  'coliective 

self ), and the collective symbol s ystems (' culturally generated codes') constrain perception 

- - --  

'04John Fiske and John Hartley. Reading Television, &ondon: Methuen, 1978), 166. 

"51bid, 85. 

'061bid., 17. 
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within a shared social world. Although they do not use collective mernory as a model, Fiske and 

Hartley do insist diat television "is dependent upon more general cultural processes" for its 

overall content and rnea~~in~.~O' According to Fiske and Hartiey, television's meanings need to 

be contextualized within the global production and consumption world-sy~tern.'~~ Within this 

global context, television articulates the cultural consensus of the nature of reality and engages 

individual mernbers in the culture's dominant value sy~tern. '~~ Here again we find echoes of the 

processes of collective memory. 

Although Fiske and Hartley's analysis is often accused of placing too much weight upon 

individual autonomy, their analysis points to a key issue in mass media studies -- is meaning 

established within the medium itself or within the social world of the audience? Fiske and 

Hartley c l a h  that the audiences' "fieedom to decode as they collectively choose is built into the 

medium's structure, and built in such a way that it is iduenced more by the coilective meanhg 

systems of the culture at large than by any explicit manipulation on the part of the produ~ers.'"'~ 

But this point of view underestimates the degree to which the 'medium's structure' and the 

'collective meaning systern of the culture at large' have effectively limited the variety ofsymbols 

and possible realities which are avaiiable within media culture. This is the main point I wish to 

pursue in this chapter -- mass media and the economic system provide a controlled set of symbols 

(and therefore, a controlled presentation of possible realities) within media culture and thereby 

'07fi id., 1 93 . 

' O s f i i d . ,  191-192. 

2091bid, 88. 

"Ofiid, 193. 



ovenvhelm the individual's ability to reinvent culture. 1 will argue that the audience's 'fieedom 

to decode' is lirnited by the constraints o f  thought and perception which are established by the 

economy's definitional system. Media theorist David Gauntlett touches upon this issue by noting 

that Fiske's daims about the audience's 'fieedom to decode7 fails to explain the readily 

observable patterns of mass culture which are clearly promoted through mass media, 

Evidence certainly supports the view that audiences can and do make their own 
rneanings, resist messages, and intelligently select and process their media diet. 
However, the world described in Fiske's prodigious output, in which audiences 
are infuiitely capable of interpreting any bit of mass culture, of whatever 
'intended' rneaning, into a challenging and fulfilling text, is not convincingly 
matched to the one we live in. The idea that every viewer is wittily reinventing 
every bit of culture that they meet is an appealing one, but not reaily likely to be 
an accurate summary of experience." ' 

This is another way of saying that individual henneneutic or world-making skilIs are no match 

for the pervasive structuring power of the global symbol producing system of mass media. 

Media theorist Michèle Martin also descnbes this pervasive stmcturing power: "media industries 

are supported by powerfuf capitalist institutions and must therefore disseminate the dominant 

ideology that keeps these institutions in power.'"" 

The audience's 'fieedom to decode' is limited by the constraints of local culture and 

global context. This limited indeterminacy is built into the local culture as well as the socializing 

medium of mass media. Simple observation of the rnundane social world confirms that the 

collective meaning system of local cultues are saturated with the symbols of globalized mass 

" ' David Gauntlett. Video Critical: Children, the Environment and Media Po wer, 
(Bedfordshire: John Libbey Media, 1996), 22. 

"Michèle Martin. Communication and Mass Media: Culture, Domination, and 
Opposition, translated b y  Benoît Ouellette, (Scarborough, Ontario: Prentice-Hall, 1997), 286. 



production. Thus, there are few, if any, Iocd cultures whose context is unaffected by the 

symbols of mass media. The point 1 wish tu punue herein is that the context of local cultures c m  

be described as the globalized socialization system of the economic system. The collective 

rneaning systerns of cultures under the influence of the curent economic system are saturated (or 

tend towards saturation) with the symbolic universe of m s s  media. This shared, globalized 

symbolic universe is disseminated by the coordinatio~ of mass media with mass production, and 

the coordination itself is assisted by the advertising and public relations ind~stry."~ This 

suggests that the context of local cultures is already structureci through the symbolics of 

transnational markets and distribution systems in such a way that there remains no "pure" local 

context for mass media to be received in a state un-influenced by the symbolics of the economic 

system. 

Collective memory descnbes local cultural processes of irnplicit rneanings and perceptud 

bias. These processes of collective memory aise out of local social interaction and reflect and 

reproduce a local reality-framework. How then is it possible for the economic system to 

reproduce itself when local social interaction is the foundation of cultural construction? In the 

following 1 wil1 outline how the monopolization of symbol production within media culture 

ensures socialization on a global scale which is necessary for the coordination of mass 

"'Cultural theorkt Armand Mattelart convincingly details how the globalization of 
capitalism's economic and ideological infrastructure went hand-in-hand with the globalization of 
pnmarily Amencan advertising, public relations, and management industries. See his 
Mu[rinational Corporations and the Control of Culture: The IdeoZogicaI Apparatuses of 
Imperialism, translated by Michael Chanan, (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1979). For an overview of 
the early globalizing and monopolizing strategies of news agencies, see Terhi Rantanen's article 
"The Globalization of Electronic News in the 19th Century," Media, Culture and Society, 
Volume 19, Number 4, October 1997,605-620. 
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production and mass consumption and so ensures the reproduction of the economic system. The 

result of this monopolization of globalized symbol production will then be explored through case 

studies of mass media's definitional impact upon local cultures (Chapter Four). 

Mass Media and the Management of Consumption 

Collective memory provides a method of analysing cultural reproduction at the local level 

but the contemporary situation suggests that the context of local culture is entwined with global 

processes of production and consumption. Local cultural context within media culture is 

partially defined by these global processes of production and consumption. What is the nature of 

social control within the world-system of mass production and consumption? 

Here 1 wish to purçue Schiller's observation that the key to social control is found in the 

"power to define reality and to set the social agenda for the c~rnmuni t~ -a t - l a rge .~~  Schiller 

locates this definitional control in mass media ~ysterns.~~'  Mass media acts as the system- 

sustaining process for the economic system by disseminating the social agenda behind mass 

consumption. Media theorist Walter J. Ong's comments on television's definitional role 

recognize the possibility of a comection between the economy and mass media, 4elevision is in 

some very deep sense, and even essentially, a commercial medium ... It may even ultimately 

"'Herbert 1. Schiller. "Mind Management: Mass Media in the Advanced Industrial 
State." In Mass Meda and  Society, edited by Alan Wells. (Palo Alto, California: National Press 
Books, 1972)' 285. 



promote or reinforce commercial culture wherever it becomes pr~rninent."~'~ But is the 

comection between 'commercial culture' and television deeper than simple promotion and 

reinforcement of values? Economist John Kenneth Galbraith's suggestion that the industrial 

system would collapse without the promotion of consumer goods through advertising describes 

the necessary connection between mass media and the economic system."' Mass media provides 

the globe-spannhg fsamework within which the management of consumption is realized. This 

management of consumption is directed by the commercial sector and the political sector. 

Schiller describes the US.  government socialization program in The MindMmagers as the 

consolidation of the strrtzrs q2lo: "Whenever significant social change has occurred or may occur 

around the world, m e r i c m  transmitters are busy disserninating doubt about new social forms 

and gloriQing the acquisitive-consumerkt sy~tem.""~ Could it be that without the definitional 

processes of mass media the globaiization of the mass production and mass consumption which 

characterizes the current economic system would falter? Exactly how far is the reach of mass 

media's 'definitional power' within media culture? 

Galbraith's economic theory provides a way to conceptualize the relationship between 

mass media and mass consurnption. Galbraith equates contemporary economic development 

" 6 ~ a l t e r  J. Ong. Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evoltrtion of Consciousness and 
Culture, (New York: Corne11 University Press, 1977)' 323. 1 will suggest that television is not 
essentially or inevitably a commercial medium in the section c'Definitional Control and the 
Limits to Thought Within Media Culture" (page 2 14). Only the structure of ownership 
detemiines the degree to which media systems are commercial in nature. 

"'John Kenneth Galbraith. The New Industrial State, (Boston: Houghton, 1967), 279- 
282. 

'L8Schiller. The M i d  Managers, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973),47. 



with strategies that replace contentment with desire for greater wedth. Galbraith cites an 

example of how California f m e r s  and labour contractors encouraged Filipino workers to buy 

expensive clothes. The resuit provides a rnetaphor of thz economic system, "The pressure of 

debt and the pressure on each to emulate the most extravagant quickly converted these happy and 

easy-going people into a modem and reliable work f~rce.""~ For Galbraith, the management of 

consumer demand through the creation of wants and beliefs is an essential element of the 

contemporary economy. The modern labour force is created and sustained as a direct result of 

advertising's capability to create and direct desire."' 

Galbraith provides an essential element in rny model of mass media -- the management of 

the consumer through the creation of "mental conditioning" which matches consurnption patterns 

to the supply of goods."' According to Galbraith, the industrial process requires that public 

behaviour be subjected to the influence of the marketplace through the advertising function of 

mass media. In The Captive Public, media theorkt Benjamin Ginsberg makes a similar point 

about the formation of public opinion to the requirements of market forces within western 

regimes. M a s  media systerns, state agencies, mass education, and legal systems served to 

convert mass opinion fiom a "hostile, unpredictable, and often disruptive force" into a 

marketplace of ideas dominated by the values of the upper classes." 

"'Galbraith. The New Industrial State, 279. 

777 -Benjamin Ginsberg. The Captive Public: How Mass Opinion Pronzotes State Po wer, 
(New York: Basic Books, 1986), 58. In a similar vein Raymond Williams says this: "a dominant 
class can to a large extent control the transmission and distribution of the whole comrnon 
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Galbraith's motivationai theory of economic systems maintained through the creation of 

desire and Ginsberg's claim that mass media disseminates the value system of the upper classes 

should not draw focus away fiom the cornmon element which they both emphasize. Their 

suggestion that the marketplace is sustained through m a s  media is the comrnon element 1 wish 

to draw upon. Motivationai theones of  consumer behaviour arising out of desire and cornpetitive 

display are no longer a sufficient mode1 of consumer behaviour. 

Not al1 media theorists see an essential connection between the m s s  behaviour patterns 

required by global industrial processes and mass media. John Fiske argues the opposite -- that 

television is not an agent of homogenization but is an active agent which creates diversity and 

digerence within tlis social world." Fiske prefers to see mass media products as elements 

usefid for constnicting meanings which are the bais of evasion, expropriation, and resistance in 

a metaphoncal guerilla warfare against the culture indust~y."~ Fiske separates the politicai 

economy of mass media -- its advertising role -- from the cultural econorny wherein the audience 

"rejects its role as commodity and becomes a producer, a producer of meanings and pleas~res. '"~ 

But such a separation of the media sphere into an economic domain and a cultural domain 

overlooks the mass behaviour of audiences which can be seen in such patterns as the widespread 

inheritance; such control, where it exists, needs to be noted as a fact about that class," Cultzrre 
and Society: 1 780-1950, (New York: Columbia University Press, l983), 320. 

= ~ o h n  Fiske. "Moments of Television: Neither the Text nor the Audience." In Remote 
Control: Television, Audiences and Cultural Power, edited by Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, 
GabrieIe Kreutzner, and Eva-Maria Warih. (London: Routledge, 299 l), 73. 
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adoption of fashion styles arising from mass media programs- The persistent and ever-present 

phenomenon of mass consumption patterns cannot be dismissed from the analysis of mass media 

audiences by dividing the social world into economic and cultural dornains. To argue, as Fiske 

does in Tekvision Czrlture, that the "power of audiences-as-producers [ofrneaning] in the 

cultural economy is considerable" fails to explain the television audiences' mass behaviour 

patterns within media culture, patterns of cons~rnption~ lifestyle, and values, which are readily 

observable in urban areas across the globe? Both econornic theory and cultural theory strongly 

suggest that there is more than a coincidental relationship between the marketplace of ideas and 

the marketplace of goods. 

In the 1920's the consumer was thought to require extensive 'engineering.'"' In the late 

60's the consumer was seen in need of 'management' by the planning system of the industrial 

state."' In the 80's the issue was addressed as the 'manufacturing of c~nsent. '"~ Al1 three 

analyses recognize the intimate connection between mass media and m a s  behaviour patterns. 

But to- what extent is the audience of mass media engineered, managed, and rnanufactured? 

Collective mernory suggests that a media culture which monopolizes the symbols in-use within 

the local social world will exclude other possible reality-fiameworks. C m  we speak of the 

226John Fiske. Television Culture, 3 13. 

"'Edward L. Bernays. Engineering Consent, (Norman, Oklahoma: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 2955), and Edward L. Bemays. Public Relations, (Norman, Oklahoma: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1952). 

"'Galbraith. The New Indus~ial State. 

"gEdward S. Herman and Noarn Chomsky. Manufacmring Consent: The Political 
Economy of the hfctss Media, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988). 
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economic system as exercising a monopoly over the production of symbols within media culture? 

Schiller provides some intriguing answers to this question 

Schiller dismisses claims that the audience is an active audience which resists and 

transforms the messages of mass media. Schiller prefers to locate the control of representation 

and definition of symbols fimily in the domain of media and cultural U i d ~ s t r i e s . ~ ~  When class is 

ignored, social pluralism overemphasized, and individuai subjectivity elevated, the result is 

media theories which "present little threat to the established order.""?' Schiller's description of 

the "corporate colonization of consciousness" provides another way to conceptualize the intimate 

relationship behveen mass media and mass consumption."' Transnational corporations have 

created a global social mechanism which ovenvhelms any significant element of indeterminacy 

within media culture. This social mechanism Schiller describes as the "global domination of 

information and media flows" which constrain social expression."' Posmiodern theonst Nelly 

Richard describes tlie corporate colonization process fiom the perspective of the Latin American 

'periphery', 

The supenority of the centre depends upon its being invested with suficient 
authong to qualiq it as a giver of meaning: its syrnbolic advantage relies upon its 
monopolizing discursive and communicative devices to transact signs, values and 

LioHerbert 1. Schiller. Culrure Inc.: The Corporate Takeover of Public Expression, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 19891, 156. 



powers, representing the area of the greatest condensation of signs, of the greatest 
circulatory and transactional density of current validated rneani~~g.~'' 

This is why mass media cannot be analysed by measuring the effect of just one television show 

or just one medium, such as newspapers. Mass media is part of a larger system which can be 

defmed as a monopoly of 'discursive and communicative devicesy which validate meaning 

withïn media culture. Mass media is only one part of corporate economic activity which involves 

cultural expression. Schiller suggests that within the U.S.A., there has been a "systematic 

envelopment of human consciousness by corporate speech" -- an envelopment that is extended 

increasingly outwards via transnational  corporation^.^^ Schiller describes media systems as 

tending towards monopolization of public expression within media systems, which include arts, 

education, museums, Iaw, cultural industries, sports, news, politics, tourism, and even language 

itselfSz6 The individual is not the only thing influenced by the 'corporate colonization of 

consciousness.' The nation-state's autonomy has also been eroded by the enomous power of the 

multinational corporate system.'17 Both the economist, Galbraith, and the media theorkit, 

Schiller, confi~m Our depiction of the economic system as a global system which requires the 

symbolic production and definitional control capabilities of mass media? 

E4NeUy Richard. "The Cultural Periphery and Posîmodem Decentering: Latin Amerïca7s 
Reconversion of Borders," trmlated by John Brotherton. Rethinking Borders, edited by John C .  
Welchman, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 82-83. 

3- "Schiller. Culture Inc., 45. 

"'~his monopolization of the media sphere suggests that the fragmentation of "television 
audiencehood" which Ien Ang describes is a product of audience measurement theories and not a 



In the late 1700'~~ the monopolization of m e h g  was described by economist Adam 

Smith as a product of commercial societies where ?O think or to reason cornes to bey like every 

other employment, a particular business, which is carried on by a very few people, who fumish 

the public with al1 the thought and reason possessed by the vast multitudes that I a b o ~ r . " ~ ~  

Cultural theorist Raymond Williams suggests that Smith \vas describing a "specid class of 

persons who from the 1820's were to be called 'intelle~tuals'."'~~ Williams describes this new 

division of labour or "specialization o f  function" as arising out of the emerging institution of 

commercial publishing.'J1 The new industry of commercial publishing prompted Adam Smith to 

describe the thoughts of the 'vast multitudes' as a product which was prepared for the 

marketplace by the intellectuals."" The monopolizatîon of the global definitional system is a 

way of d e f ~ g  the impact the economic system has on mass thought and behaviour patterns. 

Marshall McLuhan's suggestion that the market economy presupposes "a long penod of psychic 

feature of the globalization of capitalist modernity. Descriptions of the "multifaceted, 
fiagrnented and diversified repertoire of practices and experiences" arnong the television 
audience rnust also account for the reproduction of  mass behaviour patterns within modernity. 
len Ang. Desperately Seeking the Audiences, (London: Routledge, 1 99 l), 170. 

?jg~rorn the drafi of Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations, in William Robert Scott's 
Adam Smith us Student und Professor, (New York: Augustus M. KeIly, 1 965), 344. 

'40~aymond Williams. Culluue and Society: 1 780-1950,3 5. 

"'III Propagmda, Edward L. Bernays suggests that the development of propaganda 
during World War 1 "opened the eyes of the intelligent few in al1 departments of life to the 
possibilities of regimenting the pubtic mind" (27). But the 'regimenting' of the 'public mind' 
appears to have &sen alongside the growlh of the market economy, at least according to Adam 
Smith. Collective rnemory suggests that the rnind has always been stmctured by the social world. 
Only the techniques and technologies of socialization have changed over time. 



transformation" points to this relationship behveen the marketplace of ideas and the marketplace 

of goods."' Media theorist Jürgen Habermas has also noted that the economic system enables 

pnvate oumers of private property to wield a direct effect on the public through business 

adverti~ing.'~ The economic structure of mass media thus provides an indication of the impact a 

certain economy of global media systerns wiil have upon local world-making. 

The influence of the economy of mass media is a sociaiizing dynamic which effectively 

reproduces the implicit assumptions of the economic system. Values asociated with 

consumption and the pursuit of wealth, values such as private property, self-interest, the inherent 

coodness of viealth, and acquisition as a symbol of sacredness (blessing by God) are part of the 
C 

content of mass media's implied assumptions. Schiller descnbes how Amencan mass media 

products promote these values of consurnerism and delegitimate economic and social 

alternatives: 

The values and assumptions cornmon to TV Guide, The Nationd Geographic, and 
Walt Disney Productions are identifiable in their contents and their formats. Ali 
are satisfied with existing social arrangements locally, nationally, and globally. 
They view consumerism - the quest for material satisfactions as substitutes for al1 
other human needs -- always with equanimity, sometimes with enthusiasm. Self- 
interest, acquisitiveness, and the goal of individual success, dong with a belief in 
unchanging human nature, are promoted in their materials with unfailing 
regularity. The feasibility of social alternatives -- different ways of organizing 
hurnan efforts -- is denied or, if considered at d l ,  disc~unted."~ 

Z43Marshall McLuhan. The Gutenberg Gal-y: The Making of rvpographic Mun, 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), 272. 

'44Krgen Habermas. The Structural Transfirmation of the Public Sphere: An Inqüiry 
Ntto a Category of Bourgeois Society, translated by Thomas Burger. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
The MIT Press, 1989. Origindly published in German as Smikturwandel der Offentlicheit, 
1969), 189. 

245Schiller. The Mind Managers, 1 02. 
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In a similar fashion Gaibraith describes the effect of advertising as affinning "in the most 

powerful possible manner that happiness is the result of the possession and use of go~ds ." '~~  

In Chapfer Four I will demonstrate die existence of implicit assumptions in media 

discourse and audience reception within environmental, religious, political, d i t a r y ,  and health 

care sectors of media culture. These kplicit assumptions wilI be seen to conform to the values 

and requirements of the economic system. 

Under the current economic system it appears that the monopolization of production 

systems and the monopolization of definitional control over mass culture have gone hand-in- 

hand. This parallel monopolization of production systems and def~t ional  systems has also been 

described by Habermas as arising out of the need to ensure the "relative stability of markets and 

market ~hares.'"~' Habermas suggests that as the oligopolistic restriction (monopoIization) of 

markets intensified in the eady 1900's this led to the necessity of scientifically-directed marketing 

for improved socialization of  consumer^.'^^ This in tum Led to the transformation of the public 

sphere into a medium for advertisers and the public relations i~dustry. '~~ 

What distinguishes the current period Eom the time of Adam Smith or Edward Bernays is 

the degree to which mass media (definitional information systems) plays a role in structuring 

'J6~ohn Kenneth Galbraith. Econornics and the Public Purpose, (Scarborough, Ontario: 
The New Amencan Library of Canada, 1973), 136. Galbraith also describes the ecoriomy's 
dominant value system in the following ternis: "AU foms  of consumer persuasion affirm that the 
consumption of goods is the greatest source of pleasure, the highest measure of human 
achievement. They make consumption the foundation of human happiness" (Ibid., 1 53). 

'47Habemas. The Sîrucfural Tramformation of the Public Sphere, 189. 
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econornic and social processes. Schiller describes this new economic system of media culture in 

this way: "Capitalisrn is undergoing a structural transformation. An information component is 

being inserted into, when it is not replacing, the older industrial base, making the communication 

process a critical elernent in the overall system of production."z50 From Adam Smith to John 

Kenneth Galbraith, f?om Ed~vard Bemays to Herbert Schiller, there bas been a constant lineage 

of economists and media theorists who postulate that media systems effectively engineer, 

manage, and manufacture consumer behaviour to suit the needs of the economy. James W. 

Carey poses the issue in the following terms, Reality is, above ail' a scarce resource ... The 

hdamenta l  f o m  of power is the power to define, allocate, and display this reso~rce."'~ The 

ne>a section explores how this relationship between the economic system and the socialization of 

consumer behaviour has been maintained through the monopolization of media systems. 

'SO~erbert 1. Schiller. "Critical Research in the Information Age," Jozrrnal of 
Comrnzmicarion, 33(3), 1983, 25 2 .  

"'Carey. Cornrnunicntion as Cziltzrre, 87. 



The Monopolization of Global Symbol Systems 

Globalized mass media suggests the existence of a globalized cosmology. This 

globalized cosmology arises out of the transnational symbolic production and distribution power 

of corporate and state media systems. Herbert Schiller's Mass Commzrnication and Arnerican 

Empire traces the monopolization processes of mass media. Schiller characterizes the state of 

mass media in the late 1960's as having been seized by "the commanding interests in the market 

economy, to promote narrow national and international objectives while simultaneously makuig 

alternate paths seem either undesirable or preventing their existence fkom becoming kn~wn."~ '  

Mass media promotes the world-view of the market economy. Little has changed in this 

monopolizing characteristic of mass media in the thirty years which have passed since Schiller's 

obser~ations-~'  In The  media Monopoly, media theorkt Ben H. Bagdikian concludes his 

analysis of media ownership on an al1 too familiar note: 

The United States, dong with other major democracies, is swîfily moving toward 
media control by a handfui of gigantic multinational corporations. The trend is 
unmistalcable. Leaders in the trend are quite candid: they predict that in a few 
years a half-dozen corporations will control most of the public information 
available to ~rnericans.~ '  

In the following 1 will describe how this transnational symbolic production and distribution 

system -- mass media -- exercises a monopoly over the 80w of symbols within media culture. 

='~erbert I. Schiller. Mass Communication and American Empire, (New York: Augustus 
M. Kelly, 1969), 29. 

'"on recent trends in media monopolization and globalization see: Anthony Smith. The 
Age of Behernoths: The Globalization of Mass Media Firms, (New York: Priority Press, 1991). 

254 Ben H. Bagdikian. The Media Monopoly, Second Edition, (Boston: Beacon Press, 

1987), 235. 
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The monopolization of symbols within mass media is not easily subjected to direct 

empirïcal analysi~.~'  But the rnonopolization of rnass media ownership is much easier to 

establish. In Manufaccturing Consent, media theonsts Edward S. Herman and Noam Chornsb 

describe the monopolization of media ornerslip as a historicai characteristic of modem media, 

. . 
"the limitation on ownership of media with any substantial outreach by the requisite large size of 

investment was applicable a centuy or more ago, and it ha become increasingly effective over 

h e - y C ! 5 6  Media criticism must begin and end with recognition of the fundamental and extreme 

imbalance of ownership over the global symbolic production system. According to Bagdikian, 

the monopolization of ownership w i t h  media systems is growing at a tremendous rate, "When I 

finished the earlier edition of this book, fi@ corporations controlled rnost of the business in d l  

the major media. When 1 finished this current edition, only five years later, that number had been 

reduced to twenty-nine."m 

I use the phrase 'monopolization' herein to charactenze the essential exclusionary nature 

of mass media systems, which severely constrain audience input into the flow of symbols. 

755 For an overview of the issues surrounding empirical audience studies see Ien Ang's 
article "Wanted: Audiences. On the Politics of Empincal Audience Studies," in Rentole Contro!: 
Television, Arrdisnces and Cultural Power, edited by Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, Gabriele 
Kreutzner, and Eva-Maria Warth. (London: Routledge, 199 1),96- 1 15. 

756 Herman and Chomsky. Mmfacturing Consent, 4. 

'S7Bagdikian. The Media Monopoly, ix. Hennan and Chomslq suggest that Bagdikian 
understates the degree of media concentration by overlooking the integration of media into the 
market system. Large multioational corporations such as General Electric and Westinghouse 
own large media companies, such as K A  and NBC. Munufacturing Consent, 4-14. On issues 
surrounding the complexity of measuring media concentration and the impact of measurement 
strategies on pluralism in the market, see Petros losifides' "Methods of Measuring Media 
Concentration," Media, Culture and Sociev, Volume 19, ~ * u b e r  4, October 1997,643-663. 



Symbols within mass media flow fiom the owners of the media system to the audience. 

Obviously, the social world of the audience is fiequently the substance of mass media messages, 

but the audience remains very much a passive audience when compared to the production end of 

media systems. Sirnply stated, within mass media the audience does not write the stories, make 

the rnovies! select the agenda, or write the scripts. Content iargeiy flows from specialized 

producers who are part of the structure of media systems. Media theorkt Benjamin Ginsberg 

inforrns the monopolization process 1 am describing when he suggests that western media 

systems reduce the potential for divers@ of opinions within the marketplace of ideas?' 

Bagdikian suggests that mass media does not merely reduce the 'potential for diversity of 

opinions' but also actively denigrates public institutions while promothg the esteem of the 

private sector. He claims that this institutional bias of mass media toward corporate interest 

-. 
--does more than merely protect the corporate system. It robs the public of a chance to understand 

the real ~ o r l d , " ' ~ ~  

When media culture ernbraces symbol producing systems encompassing al1 social 

structures (family, entertainment, politics, news, education, medicine, science and so forth) it 

then becornes possible to describe the monopolization of symbol flow wiùiin media culture by 

the various systems of the economy. Mass media is systemically integrated into the economy and 

thereby ensures that the socialization of individu& within media culture conforms to the 

requirernents of the marketplace. Monopolization of ownership ensures that the management of 

=%uisberg. The Captive Public, 148. 

Z59Bagdikian. The Media Monopoiy, xvi. 



the consumer (the socialization process) serves the goals of the market system. Herman and 

Chomsky describe this systemic integration of media systems into the market economy, 

the dominant media firms are quite large businesses; they are controlled by very 
wealthy people or by managers who are subject to sharp canstraints by owners and 
other market-profit-oriented forces; and they are closely interlocked, and have 
important common interests with other major corporations, banks, and 
g~vernment. '~~ 

Thus mass media is best conceptualized as an integral element of the market economy. Media 

theorist Robert E. Babe also describes mass media as an integral to the market economy, "the 

present economic system is to a large extent defined by the nexus of corporate commodity 

producers, rnass media organizations, and advertisers/public relationshedia relations firms and 

~trategists."'~' As the ownership of mass media is resûicted by economic realities to large 

corporations and the wealthy élite we c m  speak of mass media as monopolizing the socialization 

processes of the economic system. Through restricted ownership of mass media systems, the 

weaithy monopolize the socialization system which ensures the reproduction of concentrated 

wealth in the hands of the élite. 

This monopolization of media systems is also accompanied by concentration of media 

systems within the hands of increasingly smdler numbers of multinational corporations. In 1997 

Westinghouse purchased 98 American radio stations for 1.6 billion U.S. dollars. This acquisition 

increased Westinghouse's media portfolio to 178 radio stations dong with the CBS television 

network, purchased in 1996 for 3.7 billion U.S. dollars. As a resuit of the US.  Congress lifting 

Z60Herman and Chomsky . Manufaaziring Consent, 1 4. 

Ro bea E. Babe. Cornmunicarion and the Transformation of Economics: Essays in 
Information, Public Policy, and Political Economy, (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1995), 
110. 
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restrictions on radio station ownership Westinghouse, a major amis manufacturer, now has a 

substantial audience reach in many of he r i ca ' s  fastest growing mid-sized cities?' Here we see 

the political sector and the private sector assisting the élite in managing the definitional control 

system. 

Monopolization is not the complete exclusion of other syrnbol-sets but indicates the 

overwhelrning domination and control of symbol production within media culture by the élite. 

David Gauntlett makes the important point that, even when material which contradicts the values 

of the economic system's hegemony (ideological saturation) are present within mass media, these 

Iimited cases of contradiction only serve to further manipulate the audience's willing 

participation in media culture.263 An example of the monopolization of symbol flow within the 

economic system can be found in the global music market. The popular music industiy has 

created homogenized global music forms but these globalized foms only dominate the 

marketplace, they do not completely eliminate indigenous musical practice. Local musical 

practices are not completely displaced under the inûuence of the mass market but their 

expression and viability within the local marketplace becomes problernatic.'" But 

monopolization of global media culture by corporate symbols does not automatically induce 

homogenization of local cultures into a uniform global village. The continuing sumival of 

2 6 2 ~ a r k  Landler. "Westinghouse to Pay $1.6 Billion for 98 Radio Stations: Industrial 
Conglomerate Transforms Itseif into Media Powerhouse," The Ottawa Citizen, Saturday 
September 20, 1997, B2. 

'63David Gauntlett. Video Critical, 3 2. 

'64~ony Mitchell. Popular Cuhre  and Local Identiîy: Rock. Pop and Rap in Europe and 
Oceania, (London: Leicester University Press, 1 W6),  263 -26% 



indigenous music may be an indication of collective memory ensuring that the bias of local 

culture is at work subverting the possible homogenization of mass culture-'65 

It should be kept in mind that mass media is only one of many socializing systems. In 

The Anatomy of Power, John Kenneth Galbraith examines how implicit socializing power within 

the economic system is distributed throughout social institutions such as religion, education, the 

family, the state, property, personality, and organized groups. Galbraith reminds his readers that 

implicit conditioning power exists throughout these contemporary social institutions, 

It is tempting to think of most conditioning with its counterpart submission and 
associated exercise of power as something that is won by overt methods, as 
through the education system or the media. There is a strong tendency to attach 
primary importance to what can be seen or heard. However, al1 societies have a 
yet more comprehensive form of social conditioning. It is suffciently subtle and 
pervasive that it is deemed a natural and integrai part of life itself; there is no 
visible or specific effort that wins the requisite belief and subrni~sion.'~~ 

Yet the unique socializing power of mass media, as epitomized in television, rests in its ability to 

dominate leisure time and also bring together audiences in sizes regularly counted by the tens-of- 

millions and often reaching five hundred million and one billion, audiences which share the same 

event at the same time throughout the globe.'67 

'65The definitional power of the economic system is not absolute. As Galbraith has noted, 
"That the power to manage the individual consumer is imperfect must be emphasized." John 
Kenneth Galbraith. Economics and the Public Purpose, 134. 

?Jol in  Kenneth Galbraith. The Anatomy of Power, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1983), 34. 

'67~avid Gauntlett has observed the abysmal failure of various television campaigns (anti- 
smoking, seat-belts, and so on) to generate any substantiai effect. Such failure of isolated media 
campaigns stands as testimony to the ovenvhelming socialization systern of the market economy- 
Also, the willingness of governments to spend on pro-social media campaigns but not direct their 
efforts to regulating industry -- the source of many of these pmblems, M e r  testifies to the 
systemic nature of the economic system's control on social beiiaviour. David Gauntiett. Moving 



M a s  media mono polizes the symbols within media culture and Iargely exc!udes 

competing symbol-sets. But, according to Mary Douglas' cultural theory, for these symbols to 

become part of local culture they must be in-use within local social interaction. Mass 

consurnption wiIl be seen to provide this relationship between symbols and social interaction 

within collective memory. 

Mass Consumption as Group Communication 

A highly visible effect of mass media c m  be seen in the phenornenon of mass 

consurnption. Mass consumption herein refers to regional, national and global patterns of 

consumption which includes food, housing, fashion, disposable consumer goods, and so forth, 

which are products, directly or indirectly, of the economic systems. Consumption provides a 

focal point for theorizing the relationship between mass media and sociai order. Mass media 

establishes the relationship between mass consumption and mass production. The following 

explores how Mary Douglas and Baron Ishenvood provide a communicative mode1 of 

consumption in The Worki of Goodr. Douglas and Isherwood's mode1 of consumption enables 

us to connect consumption patterns with the world-making processes of collective memory and 

illuminate mass media's implication in this world-making process. 

Douglas and Ishenvood develop a cultural theory of consumption by proposing that goods 

are consumed not merely for subsistence and competitive display but aiso because they are 

Experiences: Understanding Television 's Influences und Effects, Fondon: JO hn Lib bey, 1 995), 
67-94. 
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needed to create visible and stable categories of  culture.'68 Goods and al1 material possessions 

act as symbols which carry social meanings. Goods do not merely mean somethuig, they also 

make something. Goods create and maintain social relati~nshi~s.'" 

Douglas speaks of consumption in terms of ritual process. The rituals of consumption 

(any consumption act which is in sorne manner shared by more than one person) move meaning 

out of private life into the public sphere. According to Douglas, consumption rituals are social 

processes which establish "visible public definitions."" Goods provide a visible symbolic 

medium for representing the '%hole social process" just as cattle among the Nuer embody al1 

their social relationships and the structure of Nuer ~ociety.~" Anthropologist E. E-Evans- 

Pritchard's ethnography of the role cattle fiIl in the lives of the Nuer is an example of how goods 

are used because they are good to think with. Among the Nuer cattle mark the fiamework of all 

kinship relations and defüe al1 social processes. Evans-Pritchard describes cattle as providing 

'68Mary Douglas and Baron Ishenvood. The WorZd of Goods: Towmds an Anthropology 
of Conszrmption, (London: Routledge, 1996), 3 8. 

'69~oug1as says the individual consumer "needs fellow-consumers not only to create the 
social universe around him but to assure Oimself a tolerable place in it." Douglas. "Goods as a 
System of Communication." In Douglas, In the Active Voice, Gondon: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1982), 25. 

'70Mary Douglas. "Why Do People Want Goods?" In Understanding the Enterprise 
Culture: Themes in the Work of Mary Douglas, edited by Shaun Hargreaves Heap and Angus 
Ross, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1 992), 25. 



the social idiom for the Nuer who "tend to define all social processes and relationships in terms 

of cattle, Their social idiom is a bovine idiom."'" 

Goods are used as a meam to ccconstruct an intelligible universe" according to the 

legitimating principles of the social ~ o r l d . ' ~ ~  Goods help construct the social world by creating 

patterns of discrimination, inclusion and Douglas and Isherwood place 

consumption within the r e a h  of collective memory by asserting that consumption activity is a 

joint production of a "universe of values" -- "Consumption uses goods to make firm and visible a 

padcular set of judgements in the fluid processes of classiQing perçons and e~ents ." '~~ 

Consurnption here is described in t ems  which establish it well within the realm of  symbols 

which convey shared meanings within the social world. Public meanings are both fixed and 

challenged through the meanings implicit within consumption a~tivities. '~~ 

Among the Nuer or within media culture consuming goods provides for basic needs and 

also establishes consistent meanings across the social ~ o r l d . " ~  Douglas' cultural theory 

describes goods as rnarkers which assist in classieing categories within the social world."' 

' z~ .  E. Evans-Pritchard. The Nuet-: A Description of the Modes of LiveZihood and 
Political Institutions of a Nilotic People, (Oxford: Claredon Press, 1940, reprinted 1 S O ) ,  19. 

'nDouglas and Isherwood. The World of Goods, 43. 

276~ouglas and Isherwood Say this: c'Consurnption is an active process in which al1 the 
sociai categories are being continually redefined" (Ibid.). 

'77Douglas. "Why Do People Want Goods?" 22. 



These social categories mark boundaries such as 'us' versus 'them', define relationships, 

localities, space and time, and amount to "moral judgements about everything: about what a man 

is, about what a wornan is, how a man ought to treat his aged parents," and so on."' Goods are 

used as a "non-verbal communication medium" which individuais and collectivities use to make 

'kisible and stable the categones of culture."280 In this fashion Douglas describes consumption 

as thoroughly implicated in the ongoing cultural debate. Through consumption individuals seek 

out agreement on al1 social categones and the very shape of ~ulture.'~' If everybody makes the 

same consumption choices, then social categories are aamied  and a culture is reproduced. If 

consumption choices move in a different direction, should individuals decide to consume less 

goods for the children or parents, for exarnple, then the culture of the group changes as a result of 

the choices being made and the meaning d e h e d  by those choices.'" Cultural theonst Grant 

McCracken also describes this use of goods for directing social change. A group which is 

dissatisfied with existing conventions Lcannounces to a much more generd public its 

dissatisfaction with existing conventions and indicates in the language of goods just which 



altemate ideas and values it intends to champion."28i In this way consumption choices provide 

markers, classification categones, wiiich determine rneaning~.'~~ 

nilough Douglas7 cultural theory we can see consumption as a means of limiting the 

indeterminacy of meaning. Consumption choices solve the problem of social life -- the problem 

of d e f ~ g  reality, making sense of things, pinning down meanings "so that they will stay still 

for a littie  hile."^^' Consumption allows a group to reach agreement on the nature of reality and 

prevent the complete loss and fiagrnentation of shared meaning within the social world. In this 

way Douglas describes goods as a means to establish a s h e d  inIomation ~ystern."~ This 

understanding of goods as group communication will shed light on how Mattel's Barbie Do11 and 

McDonald's restaurants are used by various groups in the context of cultural debates over the 

meaning of these consumer symbols and the values of the economic system (Chapter FNe). 

Arguably, the economic system effectïvely controls the range and set of goods to be 

consurned within media culture. Are mass consumption patterns the visible outcome of mass 

media's ability to fix meariings within media culhire? But local consumption rimais ultimately 

establish what these goods of global mass production symbolize. They symbolize the shared 

's3Grant McCracken. Culture and Consumption: New Approaches to the Symbolic 
Charncter of Consumer Goods and Activities, (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1 98 8), 
136. 

'8J~ouglas. "Why Do People Want Goods?" 25. 

'861bid.7 24. For a similar treatment of food and rnoney as symbolic systems which 
reproduce social classifications, see Douglas, "Money," and "Food as a Communication System." 
In Mary Douglas, II? the Active Voice, 34-124. On economic anthropology, see Mary Douglas, 
"The Exclusion of Econornics." In Mary Douglas, In the Active Voice, 147-1 82. 



values and rneanings of the local culture. Yet it would be rash to dismiss the degree to which a 

consumer good such as a cornputer, a bottle of Coke, or a car carries with it trappings of the 

structure and processes of the economic system. Grant McCracken provides an important point 

about the transfer of rneaning fiom the economic system to consumer goods. McCracken 

suggests that advertising serves to direct the consumer's attention to ' ïhe meaningful properties 

that are htended for transfer" through the consumer item.'" The global reach of advertising 

within the economic system ensures that goods arrive with a degree of pre-detemiined meaning. 

This rneaning is then negotiated within the context of local use. How do we measure the relative 

strength of these rneaning systems -- local culture versus the symbols and definitionai 

information system of the economic system? AIan Warde, a sociologist of consumption and 

food, has cornrnented on the persistence of mass consumption within the realm of food, 

the power of mass rationalization should not be underemphasized when 
examining consumption practices. Despite evidence of niche consumption and of 
neo-tribal behaviours which set some groups of people apart fiom others on the 
basis of their tastes, fast food, cook-chill dishes, concentration on the retailing 
sector, and the proliferation of expert practical and technical advice provide 
constant forces towards standardization. Commodity culture retains its inbuilt 
tendencies to encourage mass  market^.'^' 

Each year during the Christmas season the western world goes through an annuai rite of mass 

consumption. The persistence of this collective f?enzy c m  be observed simply by standing on a 

street corner in any major urban area and noting the patterns in fashion, cosmetics, automobiles, 

Z87Grant McCracken. Culture and Consumption, 79. 

288~lan  iardde. Consumption, Food and Tuste: Ctrlinav Antinomies and Commodity 
Czrlture, (London: Sage, 1997), 204. Also see Mary Douglas. "Standard Social Uses of Food," 
Food in the Social Order: Studies of Food and Festntities in Three American Communities, 
edited by Mary Douglas. (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1984), 1-39. 



and personal accessories such as portable listering devices and cellular phones. Mass 

consurnption patterns provide the most visible manifestation of shared meanings within the realm 

of media culture. 

Collective memory enables us to theorize about how the symbolic logic of the economic 

system is communicated across local cultures through mass media and how this symbolic logic is 

reproduced within the social world through consumption rituals. Cultural theorist Jonathan 

Friedman describes the symbolic logic of consumption as a "consumpUon of identity, canalized 

by a negotiation between self-defuiition and the array of possibilities offered by the capitalist 

market."'89 The economic system c m  be described as a form of symbolic logic, or a symbol-set, 

wïthin the consumer's world by virtue of its control over the 'array of possibilities' presented 

through mass media. Here it needs to be emphasised that mass media simply presents the 

possible consurnption choices and identity patterns. The economic system defines what is the 

array of possibilities- Galbraith notes a classic example of choice being determined by the 

economic system in the case of  public and private transportation systems, "People go to work by 

automobile in the United States partiy, no doubt, because of preference but partiy because no 

alternatives exist. The use of public resources for alternative modes of travel has been 

powehl ly  discouraged by automotive interests." Within the economic system, the concept of 

choice can be descnbed as a Iegitimating myth.290 

'89~onathan Friedman. "Being in the World: Globalization and Localization." In Global 
Culture: Nationnlism, GlobaZization and Modernity, edited by Mike Featherstone, (London: 
Sage, 2 WO), 3 14. 

'90~albraith. Economics and the Public Purpose, 132. 



This description of the reproduction ûf the economic systern through the classification 

taxonomy of mass media and mass consumption h d s  a paraliel in Pierre Bourdieu's theory of 

classification systems as objects or arenas of stniggle. According to Bourdieu (and very much in 

agreement with Douglas), classification systems reproduce the differences which structure the 

established order and ensure that individual perception is shaped by the "imposition of mental 

structures" which match the order of the classification ~ y s t e m . ~ '  Symbols within mass media are 

implicated in the representation of the economic system as a set of  value^.'^' If mass media is 

modelled as the official and legitimating classification system of the economic system then 

location within the social order is significantly dependent upon the nature o f  access to and 

representation within the classification system (or definitional system) of mass media.'93 The 

'91Pierre Bourdieu. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Jtldgement of Taste, translated 
by Richard Nice, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), 480. See also Mary Douglas, 
"Good Taste: Review of Pierre Bourdieu, La Distinction." In Mary Douglas, In the Active Voice, 
125-134. 

"'~t could be argued that the set of values and the symbol-set of the economic system 
operates within the consumer's woïld as a utopia. Stephen Brown and Pauline Maclaran's 
suggestion that marketing can be defïned as "the production, distribution and consumption of 
utopias" provides an intriguing metaphor for the cosmology of the economy. Perhaps mass 
media is the presentation (marketing) of a consumer utopia Stephen Brown and Pauline 
Maclaran. "The Future is Past: Marketing, Apocalypse and the Retreat £rom Utopia." In 
Marketing Apocalypse: Escha~oZogy, Escapology and the nlusion of the End, edited by Stephen 
Brown, Jim Bell and David Carson, (London: Routledge, 1996), 274. 

293Bourdieu says this: "A group's presence or absence in the official classification 
depends on its capacity to get itself recognized, to get itself noticed and admitted, and so win a 
place in the sociai order" (Bourdieu. Disrincrion, 480-48 1 .). It is quite possible that inclusion 
within mass media production is not sufficient for a strategy of stniggle within media culture. 
Ownership of the means of representation (media production and dissemination systems) is the 
only adequate route to power over representation within media culture. Al1 other strategies -- 
ambiguity, resistance, opting out, and forth -- are rear-guard actions of the colonized mind within 
media culture. For a similar study on how the symbolic universe relates to social structure and 
social action, see Lise Boily, "On the Semiosis of Corporate Culture," Semiotica, 1993,5-3 1. 
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combination of cultural theory and media theory suggests that both the structure of mass media 

and the processes of classification pIace substantial constraints on the individuai's and the 

group's ability to create local cuiture in isolation from the values implicit in rnass media 

symbols .292 

The monopoIization of meaning through the élite control of symbol dissemination CO- 

exists with the concentration of wealth in die hands of the few. This relationship between 

concentration of wealth and control of global defuiitional systems may prove to be what media 

culture most effectively reproduces. It should be noted that 1 do not exclude the economic 

system fiom processes of change. Within the world-system, power is constantly shifting, both in 

its nature and in its location. The most recent change in the patterns of power are occurring 

between nation-states and multinational corp~rations.'~~ 

'9J~arnes L. Baughman suggests that the Arnerican democratic process ensures that the 
Amencan mass media does not succumb to a complete monopoly of control. Baughman makes 
the cornmon assumption that diversity in media choice (content choice) will ensure that 
dernocracy will survive. This position assumes that the Amencan democratic process is more 
than Chomsky's manufacturing of consent dilough media, an assumption that is certainly 
problematic. Also, more choice within mass media systerns does not necessarily entail more 
symbol-sets alien to the econornic system. My analysis suggests that stnictural change and not 
increased content diversity is the key issue. James L. Baughman. The Republic of Man Culture: 
JournalrSm, Filmmaking and Broadcasfing in America since 1941, Second Edition. (Balhore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 248-249. 

'9SJeremy Ri fkin. The End of Work: The DecZine of the Global Labor Force and the 
Dawn of the Post-Market Era, (New York: G.P. Putnam & Sons, 1995). 



Summary 

1 have descnbed the econoniic system as a global system which reproduces itself through 

the socialization power of mass media as a defkitional system. This socialization of behaviour 

occurs through the monopolization of syrnbols within media culture. Global symbolic 

production serves to limit the indetemiinacy of the economic system's meanings. This Lirnited 

indeterminacy is achieved through the exclusion of competing symbol-sets within media culture. 

The monopolistic and globalized symbol-set of the economic system also impacts upon local 

cultures through the presence of the comrnodities of mass production. Collective memory 

explains the reproduction of the economy by revealing the role of in-use symbols as carriers of 

implicit meanings. Collective memory thus explains mass media as the privilege mediator of the 

implicit meanings necessary for the reproduction of the current economic system. Mass 

consumption provides a highly visible manifestation ofthis process. 

Douglas' theory of collective memory equates a dominant pattern of symbols with a 

favoured pattern of social order. My andysis of the structure of mass media has described a 

symbol-producing system which socializes consumers existing widiin die realm of media 

cilit~re."~ From both a social and a structural perspective, the economic system and mass media 

comprise a single system wherein the production faciIities are owned by the élite. This current 

economic reality of mass media leads to the effective control of symbols within mass media, 

described above as the monopolization of symbol-flow within media culture. The 

rnonopolization of symbol-flow within media culture enables the economic system to promote 

296Social areas exposed to the flow of media content comprise the 'realm of the media 
culture.' 
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values which ensure mass participation in the economic system's social order. This social order 

is expressed through the symbolics of mass consurnption, which acts as a f o m  of group 

communication. 

Do media texts express a donihant symbolic pattern and does this pattern of symbols 

convey the meanings and values of the current economic system? The monopolization of mass 

media systems strongly implies that a monopolized symbolic system would communicate a 

favoured set of meanings in the interests of élite system-owners. The foUowing chapter will 

examine five media texts and events and confirm that monopolized mass media transmits 

meanings which support the reproduction of the economic system while simultaneously 

excluding altervative flows of symbols and values. This dynamic will be found most clearly in 

the instances of the media presentation of the environmental problem, American armed 

aggression, Amencan religious television prograrnming, and American p o l i t i ~ s . ~ ~ ~  

"'AS Amencan television and film are exported throughout the global economic system 
these media forms provide the most direct insight into the 'fit' between globalizing tendencies 
within m a s  media and the economic system. 



Chapter Four: Irnplicit Assumptions Within Mass Media 

Media theorists widely recognize that mass media socializes individuals by creating 

intemdized assumptions about die ~or ld . '~*  The previous chapter argued that mass media 

monopolizes global symbolic production for the purposes of programming consumer 

participation in the economic system. If the mode1 of collective memory is to prove relevant 1 

will need to estabiish the existence of impiicit assumptions at work within media cultue. The 

goal of this chapter is to demonstrate the creation of the economic system's implicit assumptions 

through mass media's control of the symbolic universe of media culture. These implicit 

assumptions behind participation in the dominant economic systern are established within the 

audience through the constraints placed upon s ymbol-flow within media culture. The CO-creation 

of a cultural framework takes place within the restricted context estabIished by mass media. This 

chapter will unveil some of the implicit assurnptions which defme the context of media culture 

and restrict the world-making capabilities of the audience. 

In Television, Erhniciiy and Grltural Change, media ethnograp her Marie Gillespie 

concludes that there exist "very ïeal constraints" upon the fieedom of media consumers' 

construction of their own identitie~."~ Gillespie's study of the politics of identity among British 

Asian youths describes how mass media provides symbols which are used for the construction of 

new identities as young people actively redefine their culture. But the scope of th is  redefinition 

 or an ovenriew of qualitative studies of media reception see Shaun Moores' 
Interpreting Audiences: The Ethnography of Media Consumption, (London: Sage, 1993). It is 
questionable that most of the studies reviewed by Moores actualiy qualify as ethnographies. 

" g ~ a r i e  Gillespie. Television, Ethnicity and Cultural Change, (London: Routledge, 
1995), 208. 



of local culture is severely constrained by the surrounding context of the nation-state.joO 

Gillespie's analysis suggests that the collective reception and appropriation of symbols from 

mass media provides material for local cultural construction but that this symbolic materid 

carries the values and meanings of a globalizing economic system. The media myth of 

'America' becomes the "prime object of con~um~tion.'"~' This chapter will provide a vmiety of 

examples ~vhïch demonstrate how the audience is constrained by the meanings of a globalized 

economic system. 

Television provides a paradipatic example of the creation of irnplicit assumptions 

wivithin global media culture. Repeated exposure to a narrow selection of images creates a general 

worid view for those participating in media culture.'" This leads to a closed system of symbolic 

reproduction where individuals "predictably act as if the world portrayed by media were a reality, 

and this behavior in turn inadvertently pushes the society toward actualizing it, initiahg a self- 

fulfilling prophecy on a gigantic ~cale."'~' This suggests that a dominant symbol-set within mass 

media will serve to reveal the particular social order promoted within media culture. This is 

another way of describing how mass media establishes shared categories and assumptions among 

those participating in media culture. The dominant symbol-set of mass media will be seen to 

convey the meanings of the economic system. 

'OO1bid, 208. Gillespie says this: "This study at least suggests that class politics and the 
nation-state continue to play an ovemding role in stnicturing identities" (Ibid.). 

"'AM Marie Seward Barry. Visual Intelligence: Perception, Image, and Manipulation 
in VisziuZ Comrnzrnication, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997)' 335. 



116 

This chapter reviews events in media culture as well as analyses media texts which 

suggest the existence of implicit assumptions at work in media systems operating at the regional 

level. South Asia, Canada, and the United States provide examples of media's defît ional 

power at work within local cultures. Five areas of influence will be examined: environmentally- 

fiiendly consumption, religion, war, politics, and drugs. It will be suggested that, within the 

audience, mass media generates assumptions which encourage behaviour that conforms to the 

requirements of the economic system. Mass media will be seen to promote the sociaiization of 

consumers who continue to consume without chalienging systemic environmental degradation 

within industrial production systems. Media systems also encourage religious values which 

conform to the pursuit of wealth and participation in consumer society. Media control of 

symbol-flow will be shown to direct support for military aggression and reproduce cultural 

assumptions about the state's 'enemies.' Mass media will be seen to reflect pollution beliefs that 

arise out of the widely-shared categories of democracy and commerce within the U.S.A. The 

widespread negative reactions to the Nixon Administration during the Watergate scandai will 

provide an indication of a widely-held categorization of the social order which was threatened by 

illegal actions. Finally, a textbook in use in Ontario schools circa 1925 will provide an 

indication of how pollution beliefs and danger fears appear within definitional systems and how 

these media texts reflect challenged categones within the social order. When taken together 

these aspects of media culture will effectively demonstrate that mass media's prirnq- function is 

the maintenance of implicit assumptions which ensure the reproduction of the economic systern 

and the protection of élite interests. 



The Environment and Mass luedia 

David Gauntlett's analysis of chilcirer, and television provides an indication of how media 

directs the audience's assumptions about the environment. Media provides a narrow 

interpretation of the problern of the environment and leaves the audience largely unaware that the 

dominant personalized and individualistic approach to the problem is only partial and 

questionable.304 Television programmes about the environment rarely suggest a political solution 

or challenge consumer culture and its industrial base. The possibility that environmental 

degradation is systernically connected to the economic system is largely, if not entirely, excluded 

fiom media d i s c o ~ r s e . ~ ~ ~  This is an exarnple of mass media creating more or less implicit 

assumptions in the audience -- the environment will be saved through individual behaviour 

change -- an assurnption which favours the economic system and its owners. 

The sponsorship of media content through advertising is, of course, a major influence 

behind the creation of this assumption. Robert Babe cites a paradigrnatic exarnple of how 

advertising ensures that media content matches the assumptions of the economic system. 

Environmentalist David Suzuki's television program, The Nature of Things, lost the sponsorship 

of the Canadian Impenal Bank of Commerce, after the bank  gave into pressure fiom its logging 

industry clients.jo6 Thus we c m  speak of the implicit assumptions of mass media being directed 

by the subsystem of advertising, which is thoroughiy implicated in the global market e c o n ~ r n ~ . ~ ~ ~  

30"avid Gauntlett. Video Critical, 149. 

'05fiid. 

'06Babe. Communication and the Transfomation of Economics, 1 1 1. 

3071bid., 1 1 1. 



Both the media presentation of the issue and the socialization of behaviour, socialization 

generated through advertising and media prograrnming, serve to create assumptions about the 

en~ironment. '~~ 

It wouid be dificult to discount mass media's controlled presentation of the environment 

issue, control which arises out of the system's dependency on advertising revenue fiorn business 

and industry. Nonetheless, it must be conceded that the media's presentation of the 

environmental problem can present a challenge to the values of the economic system. This 

occurs indirectly as a result of environmental pressure groups gainùig increased legitimacy in the 

media.'09 It c m  also occur directly, through the highly critical presentation of the issue as seen in 

Suzuki's The Nniilre of Things. Yet it requires considerable suspension of disbelief to propose 

(for exarnple) that the General Electric Corporation, a major arms manufacturer, would allow one 

of its subsidiaries, such as the NBC television network, to engage in aggressive, continuous, and 

critical commentas. against the international arms trade or current American military action. 

Indeed, just the opposite appears to be the case. General Electric (GE) uses its control over a 

rnass media system to foster public and international support for actions by the Amencan military 

which inevitably lead to profit for GE (see "War and Mass Media" page 136). 

308 Robert Babe says this about advertising and the perception of the environment: 
"Advertising promotes life-style, value systems, modes of perceiving, valuing and behaving that 
are fundarnentaily anti-environment and hence anti-life." Communication and the 
Transformation of Economics, 1 10-1 1 1. Mso see Ahson Anderson's Media. Culture, und the 
Environment, (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1997). 

30g~l ison  Anderson. "Source-media ReIations: The Production of the Environmental 
Agenda," The Mass Media and EnvironmentaZ Issues, edited by Anders Hansen. (Leicester: 
Leicester University Press, 2 993), 65. 



Here it is worth reiterating David Gauntlett7s conclusion regarding alternative media 

voices wliich contradict the best interests of the economic system, 

mass media has the potential to dissipate political thought and action by the very 
means of appearing to involve it. To put it another way, mass media products 
may contribute to the maintenance of a relative hegernony not because 
oppositional forces are exciuded fiom their content, but rather because some 
contentious elements do appear, generating the impression that mass 
entertauiments such as television are more politically critical -- and that the 
activity of their consumption is more socially challenging -- than is actualiy the 

My media mode1 accounts for the existence of alternative symbol-sets, alternative voices, by 

stopping shoa of defuiing the rnonopolization of symbols within mass media as the complete 

exclusion of symbol-sets which contradict the econornic system7s reproduction. Complete 

exclusion is not the issue. The dominant sfiare in die marketplace of ideas which is estabLished 

through the economics of control and ownership is the heart of the matter. The existence of 

symbol-sets within mass media which are contrary to the values of the econornic system does not 

contradict the socializing role of media systems within media culture. Indeed, Gauntlett's 

perspective on the matter suçgests that alternative symbol-sets within mass media actually 

reinforce the definitional control of media systems. Mass media does portray aspects of any 

given cultural debate. Yet the limited representation of alien value systerns actually reinforces 

the credibility of the media system. Thus mass media c m  be described as a definitional system 

which exercises controi over the cultural debate within media culture. The economics of m u s  

media ultimately ensure that definitional control is maintained fïrrnly in the hands of the élite. 



Media theonst James Shanahan describes how media-endorsed strategies for 

environmentally-fÏiendly action, which also happen to be politically-endorsed strategies, are 

intended to socialize a generation of green-consumers: 

More and more cornpanies are claiming to be fiiendly to the environment, and the 
symbolic environment hm been flooded with blue and green images whose 
general message is that the environrnentally Wendly fiiture is a corporate one. 
Oflentines these messages seek to interpret environmentalisrn within the context 
of the current paradigm, preserving the general notion that consumption is a valid 
social goal." ' 

The concern anong the audience for environmentally-friendly products is transformed by the 

media system into new consumer habits which deflect any challenge to the dominant economic 

paradigrn.31' 

The environmental issue provides an example of how some corporations appear to adopt 

the values of their customers within public relations campaigns without changing their actual 

operating procedures or values. In an effort to attract environmentally-concerned consumers, 

Nottingham brmches of McDonald's in Great Britain advertised a recycling scheme. In 1994, in 

a British courtroorn, Edward Oakley, Chief Purchashg Offrcer for McDonald's UK, admitted - 

that the polystyrene packaging collected over the severai years that McDonald's advertised their 

recycling prcgrarn was simply dumped into landfills. Oakley defended the 'environrnentaily- 

friendly7 action of McDonald's by explainhg to the court, "1 c m  see [the dumping of waste] to 

" 'James Shanahan. "Television and the Cultivation of Environmental Concern: 1988- 
92," ;She Mun Media and Environmental Issues, edited by Anders Hansen. (Leicester: Leicester 
University Press, 1993), 195-1 96. On advertising's role in ensuring the reproduction of the 
social order within the economic system, see Armand Mattelart. Multinational Corporations and 
the Control of Culture: The Ideological Apparat uses of lmperialism, îranslated b y Michael 
Chanan. (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1979), 237. 



be a benefit, otherwise you will end up with lots of vat, empty grave1 pits al1 over the 

~ountry.'"'~ As long as Ronald McDonaid is encouraging us to recycle Big Mac wrappers, we 

should be concemed that corporate environmentai destruction is being hidden behind a lot of 

make-up. 

Religion and Mass Media 

1 have argued that the presentation of environmental issues within mass media creates 

implicit assumptions within the audience, assuniptions which ensure the reproduction, and not 

the disrnantling, of the global economic system. Does mass media also generate perceptual bias 

on religious matten? Peter Beyer's analysis of the impact of globalization is highly suggestive of 

how global mass media wiil impact upon religion. Beyer argues that the globalization of society 

provides '-fertile ground for the renewed public influence of religi~n."~'"e describes two 

directions for the future of global religion -- conservative and liberal. The consenrative direction 

of globalized religion reflects its tendency to seek control of the total social environment -- 

politics, fmily, education, the economy and so f~rth.~ ' '  This is highly rerniniscent of the 

totalizing social control that the marketplace seeks to exercise. The New Christian Right in the 

United States is one example of a religion that sought to extend its social innuence through law 

3'31McSporlighr. "The Diary of a Stance," 
wwcv.envirolink.or~mcspotlight/case/presquall~diq.html. 

"'Beyer. Religion and GlobaZization, 71. Beyer defines religion as a 'public influence' 
when it is a "source of collective obligation, such that deviation fiom specific religious noms  
will bring in its wake negative consequences for adherents and non-adherents alike; and 
collective action in the name of these noms  becomes Legitimate" (fiid.). 



and poli tic^."^ The failure of the New CWstian Right's attempt to extend its public influence 

through the entire American social system in the 1980's provides an exemplar of how religious 

content is limited in influence by the form or subsystem (or medium) in which it appears: 

Even diougli religion in the United States is quite strong as a pnvatized system, 
religious leaders have difficulty translating that strength into public influence. 
And like other systemic experts, as soon as they step outside their sphere, they are 
judged by the criteria of other systems: in spite and because of being grounded in 
religion, Pat Robertson failed as a politician and creationism failed as ~cience."~ 

In the highiy structurally-differentiated global society religious content must either conform to 

the 'criteria of other systems' or s e e r  the fate of being reduced to a largely private matter wivith 

littie public influence. 

If religion proceeds by entrenchment within legal and political systems (the conservative 

direction)? then aspects of religious belief will be vulnerable to the influence of these subsystems 

of law and politics, 

ReIigious laws, for instance, will in form look like any other law, and will be 
susceptible to interpretation, amendment, and repeal Like any other Iaw. And we 
can expect politicized religious issues to be treated like other issues: the stuffof 
expediency, compromise, brokerage, and the shifting sands of competing 
interest."* 

As religion becomes globalized it fdls under the influence of global subsystems and the ongoing 

cultural debates within the global arena. The conservative direction of religion highiights the 

influence that global subsystems such as law and politics have on value systems such as religion. 

Beyer h d s  in the conservative religious direction an example of this impact of globalization, 



"the conservative direction within global religion is reflective of the structures of global society 

and not just a reaction against t h e ~ e . " ~ ' ~  When a value system engages global subsystems, such 

as law and politics, the values are inîiuenced by the subsystems' mode of operation. 

The liberaf direction within religion -- "an ecumenicd one that looks to the globai 

problems generated by a global, functionally differentiated society" -- suffers the same fate cf 

conditioned influence f?om global subsy s terns .'" The Sandinista revolution provides an example 

of this conditioning and limitation upon religion's public innuence in a globalized arena. 

Beyer cites the failure of die Nicaraguan Sandinistas as an example of how "globalized 

values and globalized structures" Iimited and conditioned the public influence of religious 

institutions in the aftermath of the successful overthrow of ~arnoza.'" Once the revolutionary 

régime established itself as the new governrnent of Nicaragua, religious and political action 

underwent "redifferentiatiod'j" After the revolution, popular church organizations lost 

many of their activists as these joined secular Sandinista organizations or becarne 
othenvise heavily involved in government-sponsored programmes and activities ... 
the strength of the liberationist social movement organizations declined not only 
because the Nicaraguan hierarchy opposed them, but also because the church 
organizations were less effective places to be for the purposes of conûibuting to 
social change and political action.'" 

3'91bid, 93. 

3201bid. 

"'fiid, 156. 

3"fi id. 

323fiid. 
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Beyer concludes that the Latin Amencan liberation theology movement is highly conditioned by 

globalized values, such as inclusion, progress, and equality, and globalized structures such as the 

capitalist economy and nation-states.)" 

Both the conservative and liberal direction of religion suffered the same fate. They came 

under the influence of the mode of legal and political systems which they engaged. This resulted 

in changes within their value-systern and a Ioss of membership to organizations fully specialized 

in legal and political modes of operation. Beyer's analysis raises questions regarding how 

cultural content is influenced by the particularities of the medium in which it appears. 

Beyer' analysis suggests that global religion will be influenced to a significant degree by 

institutional systems within global society, "To the degree that religious goods come to be 

cultural content within those systems [such as law or politics], they c m  be expected to rake on 

the appropnate f~rm.'"'~ What 1 will now explore is the degree to which 'religious goods' as a 

'cultural content' of mass media can be described as having taken on the 'appropnate form' 

within a system which is owned and operated by the élite for the purposes of the economic 

system (as argued in Chapter Three). Religion in the mass film industry of South Asia and 

televangelism in the United States will provide exarnples of how religious symbols and values 

are shaped by the economic mode of mass media. 

"%id., 1 56-1 57. Beyer says this: "Perhaps as a final illustration of this tendency, 
liberation theologians have themselves largely abandoned the quest for direct and effective public 
influence" (Ibid., 1 57). 



Religion and Media in South Asia 

In his survey of studies concerned with the impact of media on religious belief and 

practice in South Asia anthropologist Lawrence A. Babb's observations correspond to mass 

media's economic structure and sociaiizing impact as previously outlined in Chapter Three. 

Babb notes that mass media in South Asia have increased the geographical range of a limited 

nurnber of key religious ~yrnbols.''~ My mode1 has characterized mass media as restricting the 

variety of symbols which flow through media culture. Babb has identified this effect in South 

Asia media systems as a process of standardization and homogenization of religious symbols 

within media cult~re."~ By Limiting the variety of symbols through standardization, mass media 

in South Asia has increased the spatial and social mobiiity of a shared symbol-set. Babb 

describes the impact of standardized images as the spreading of a common cultural identity, 

"Standardized images transcend older cultural and social boundaries, making it possible for 

people to share social, national and spiritual identities in ways they never did bef~re."''~ 

As with media effects throughout the world, there exists a tension in South Asia media 

between diversity and uniforrnity. Babb notes that when '%te economics are right" South Asia 

media will reflect and celebrate religious and cultural d iver~i t~ ."~  Nonetheless, standardization 

exists as a prevalent trend and the economy promotes diversity only to the extent that diversity 

'"Lawrence A. Babb. "Introduction," Media and the Transformation of Religion in Soufh 
Asia, edited by Lawrence A. Babb and Susan S. Wadley. (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 19951, 16. 

3'7fi id. 



generates profits. Here we see how the economics of mass media lead to a restricted range of 

symbols circdating within media culture in South Asia. 

Arlthropologist Steve Derné's study of religious themes and market forces within 

commercial Hindi films provides an example of how local cuhra i  d u e s  are affected by a 

regional mass media system."' Filmmakers use a standardized repertoice of mythological images 

which "have been proven to offend neither conservative Hindus nor government cens or^."^^' 

Derné suggests that while the Hindi film is not yei a acsource of change in the actual content of 

religious stories," yet because the standardization of religious themes and images is new, and 

because the size and diversity of the audience is also a recent social phenornenon, therefore, the 

film industry "may contribute to spreading particular images across a wide range of groups and to 

subtly altering the field to which Indians bring religious ~oncern."~" Indian films do 

occasionally deviate slightly from social and reiigious orthodoxy but my serious cinematic 

departues fiom convention does encounter social protest, govemment censorship, and even 

direct intimidation of  theatre ~wriers .~~'  

There are real limits to the presentation of religious and socid themes within South Asian 

films. Government censorship and audience protest ensure that South Asian films conform to the 

"O~teve Demé. "Market Forces at Work: Religious Themes in Commercial Hindi 
Films," Media and the Transformarion of Religion in South Asia, edited by Lawrence A. Babb 
and Susan S. Wadley. (Philadelphia: University of Pemsylvania Press, 1995), 19 1-21 6. 

i d  19 1 -  2 .  On the size of India's film industry, which produces between 700 and 
900 films per year, Derné notes that, on an average day, "15 million Indians enjoy watching 
Indian films in the nation's 1 1,000 cinema hails" (Ibid., 193). 
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dominant cultural values in the region. An example of cinematic conformiS. to dominant values 

is found in the presentation of love mamages in f i s  which continuaiiy portray '?he 

commonsense understanding that love marriaga inevitably fa i~ '" '~  Hindi marriages are arranged 

by families, not by individuals 'marrying for love.' Hindi films cccontinually remind viewers of 

the costs of marrying for love."'j5 The indigenous mass media of South Asia reproduces the 

prevaient implicit assumptions about the nature of mariage. Collective rnemory describes this as 

the reproduction of a symbol-set which reflects and generates social cohesion (reproduction of 

the local kinship system). 

Derné's study confi~rms key elements of mass media's definitionai control. Demé notes 

that the cinematic mass media systern is creating a standardized set of symbols (religious images 

and mythic the me^)."^ This standardization may create ''an unprecedented hornogeneity in the 

images that move diverse groups of ~ndians.' '~'~ Collective memory would describe this process 

as mass media expanding the size of a group which shares the communicative effect of a shared 

set of symbols. Demé describes homogeneity in symbols and images as creating a "semi-secular 

national public culture" shared among diverse cultural g r o ~ ~ s . ' ' ~  This is the expansion of 

cultural groups partaking in the same symbol-set. This is not to say that this process of collective 

memory eliminates regional cuitural diversity. 
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Standardization of m a s  media symbols within South Asia can be described as the 

geographical expansion of collective memory among a culturally diverse audience. The 

inclusion of religious symbols and themes within the structure of the Hindi film systern, a system 

seen as degraded entertainment by the rnajority of the audience, may have an effect similar to the 

impact of globalization on religion as descnbed (above) by Peter Beyer -- a secular systeni affects 

religious values. Demé concludes his study by suggesting that the secular context of the film 

medium rnay iead to changes in Indian religious values, '7he presentation of religious images in a 

very secular, degraded context may prompt changes in Indian religion ... Will religion's status as 

a special realm suffer by being made ordinary in Hindi Although only time wîll render 

an answer to Demé's questions, the probability that the form of the medium will alter the 

religious cultural content cannot be dismissed. The experience of American televangelism 

provides another exampl& of the medium's tendency toward standardization for greater audience 

share. The following section describes how this adaptation of content to media form also defined 

the Amencan experience of religious television. 



Religion and Media in America 

The recently falien-fion-grace televangelist Jerry Falwell provides a poignant example of 

the trajectory of religion within Amencan mass media. Although by no means completely 

representative of the religious use of media in the U.S.A., Falwell's theology suggests that 

religious television has a degree of 'fit' with the economic system. When questioned about his 

wealthy lifestyle Faiwell replied, "material wealth is God's way of blessing people who put him 

fir~t."'~' A happy God leads to wealthy, happy Christians. A.tnerican religious television does 

not merely reproduce values implicit in the economic system, it also adapts its content to the 

market forces of mass media economics. 

Sociologist Steve Bruce notes that the drive for a Iarger audience share led televangelists 

Oral Roberts, lim and Tamrny Bakker, and Pat Robertson to focus on theological content with 

'Yhe broadest possible appeal."'*' Media theorkt Steward M. Hoover notes a sirnilar effect of 

televangelism upon religious belief. The domgnatic and sectarian aspects of theology have been 

reformulated under the influence of Amencan religious broadca~t in~. '~~  The desire to reach a 

broader audience led to religious programrning which focused less on f inge issues, such as 

liquor and gambling laws, and placed more ernphasis on universal issues, such as family 

values.343 This is clearly in accord with Beyer's observations on the influence of global 

340~eter G. Horsfield. Religious Television: The American fiperience, (New York: 
Longman, 1984), 49. 

j4' Steve Bruce. Pray TV: Televangelism in America, (London: Routledge, IWO), 23 7. 

34ZSteward M. Hoover. Mass Media ReIigion: The Social Sources of the EZectronic 
Church, (London: Sage, l988), 229-235. 
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structures upon local religion. By engaging the mass media, Amencan religion has adopted a 

more universai set of values, values which appeal to the larger set of shared assumptions within 

the surrounding culture?" A larger audience share appears to demand values that do not deviate 

too far Eom the implicit values of the surrounding social system. 

Media theorkt Peter G. Horsfield suggests that Amencan religious programming adapted 

to and endorsed the "economic cornpetitive basis of American broadca~ting."~~~ This adaptation 

to the economy of television took the form of adaptation in content to maintain or increase 

ratings.346 His comment on diis oft-observed dynamic confirms both Beyer7s observations on 

how religious values adapt to global subsystems such as law and politics and my own ar,oument 

that the econornics of mass media place content at the service of the economic system. To this 

effect Horsfield notes that religious producers sacrificed their control over p r o g r h g  "when 

they made thernselves dependent on their popularity with their television audience. This placed 

them in a situation where they were forced to blend into television culture in order to appeal to 

those for whom this culture was reali~tic.'"~' Horsfield describes the impact of this adaptation to 

'"Horsfield provides an ironic confirmation of Beyer's thesis regarding globalization and 
religion when he concludes that ccreligious uses of television may more effectively be achieved 
through secular programmuig than through religious programming" (Hors field. Religio us 
Television, 180). Horsfield suggests that the secular medium would be more effective in "status 
coderrd and image creation" ( f i id) .  

'"Horsfield. Religioza Television, 158. 

j4'Ib id. 
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the marketplace of ideas as a ccnormaiizing of religious thought to that which corresponds to 

existing mass-media mythology and ir~tent."~~' 

Horsfield notes a phenomenon wivithin American religious television which corresponds to 

the impact of the film industry on religious syrnbols in South Açia (the standardization of 

symbols for broad market appeal). Amencan religious television reduces the diversity of 

American religion to two dominant themes -- fimdamentalism and evangelicali~rn.~~~ That these 

two religious themes, or value sets, should become the dominant themes in American media 

culture may be due to a degree of 'fit' between religious and commercial value systerns within 

the Amencm context. These religious cultures promote a "consumer orientation toward social 

issues and human relationships" which resonates with the surrounding commercial and 

advertising culture.350 This has lead to the loss of any significant degree of distinction between 

the religious value-system and its surrounding cultural en~ironment.'~' Thus Horsfield confrms 

that mass media generates symbols which reproduce the irnp!icit assumptions of the economic 

system. This mirroring of the economy's value-system in religious value-systems is d so  seen in 

sociologist Reginald W. Bibby 's analysis of values held by secular and religious Canadians. 

Bibby concludes that, with few exceptions and littie variation, cultural values are more or less 

equally distributed throughout social groups within Canada: 



Religious organizations stress valiies such as love and f e l y  Me, honesty and 
hard work; so does everyone else. Religion teaches compassion and respect for 
other people, regardless of race or nationality; so does everyone else. As a resdt, 
when we probe the values of Canadians, we fmd virtuaiiy no differences between 
religious groups or between those who profess to be committed and those who do 
no t.'*' 

Both religion and mass media act as communicative processes which reproduce widely-shared 

implicit assumptions of the economic system that structure the social order. 

Mass religious communication stresses and affrms the simiIarities "between the message 

and one's existing Iifestyle" and de-emphasises dissimilarities.'" The implicit assumptions at 

large in the surrounding culture, assumptions which reproduce the economic system, influence 

the content of religious programming. Religious programming once again connmis that under 

the economic system, which ultimately owns and controls mass media, the medium and the 

message are indistlliguishable. Within the Amencan cultural fiamework, Billy Graham confimis 

this unity of message and medium by providing religious programming's finest symbolic 

representation of the unification of New World Protestantism, economic capitalism, and the 

social authontarianism which rms throughout the Arnerican cultural fabric. Media theorist 

Michael R. Real's analysis describes Graham as %e most powefil endorsement imaginable of 

the starus quo by defining ultimate religious and moral issues as individual, private c o n c e r n ~ . " ~ ~ ~  

Billy Graham provides a dominant symbolic representation within media culture of the most 

3SZ~eginaid W. Bibby. Fragnzenled Gods: The P o v e r ~  and Potenrial of Religion in 
Canada, (Toronto: Irwin, 1 987), 1 66. 

'53Horsfield. Religious Television, 160. 

'"Michael R. Real. Mass-Mediated Culture, (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice- 
Hall, 1977), l 8  1. 



commonly shared implicit assumptions surrounding religious practice and social order within 

Arnerica. This conclusion is suggested by virtue of his position within Gallup's m u a l  poli of 

the most adrnired men in the world. For more than two decades Graham has been the oniy 

peson consistently named by Arnencans as among the top £ive men of the ~or ld . '~ '  

The cuitlre of the New Christian Right was cleariy affected by the dernands of the 

economic systern when it engaged the mass media.'" Media use c m  lead to secularization of 

religious values.357 In a sirnilar fashion, when conservative American Protesîants engaged the 

political system in the l98O1s7 they came under direct influence of that ~ystern.~ '~ This 

engagement of the political system led to 'Ne  abandonment of alrnost al1 of the distinctive 

plaform that initially motivated them to get involved in politics."3" When religion engages a 

global system it results in drarnatic change in religious values. This seems to be the lesson of the 

jS6Media theorist Quentin J. Schultze cornes as ciose as you can get to stating the obvious 
about the correspondence between conservative Amencan Christianity and Amencan cultural 
assumptions when he observes that "Evangelicaiism is greatly shaped by the current cultural and 
economic currents that idluence U.S. society." Schultze. "Evangelicals' Uneasy Alliance With 
the Media?" Religion and Mass Media.- Audiences and Adaptations, edited by Daniel A. Stout 
and Judith M. Buddenbaum. (London: Sage, 1996), 70. For an intriguing social history of 
American religious integration into the market economy see R. Laurence Moore's Selling God: 
American Religion in the Marketplace of Culture, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). 

3S7Buddenbaum and Stout. "Religion and Mass Media Use," Religion and Mass Media: 
Audiences and Adaptations, edited by Daniel A. Stout and Judith M. Buddenbaum. (London: 
Sage, 1 W6), 28. 

iS8"The Religious Right was co-opted by the Political Right to promote its own 
consenrative social agenda and power interests within the Republican Party and within national 
politics." Bobby C. Alexander. Televangelism Recomidered: Riiual Nt Search for Human 
Community, (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1994), 9. 

3S9Bruce. Pray TV, 239. 
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New Christian Right and the Latin American liberation theology traditions. Whether 'nght' or 

Yeft', when a social institution engages global structures, that institution appears to undergo 

substantial accommodation to the values implicit within the globalized system. 

In 1926 a pastor in Detroit, Reinhold Niebuhr, encountered the anti-union stance of the 

automobile industry. This led Niebuhr to study "the operations of power and leam why their 

efforts [the Social Gospel exponents] to extend Chnstian influence throughout Arnerica had 

served o d y  those who wielded power."'60 The economic systern appears to have a long history 

of CO-opting American religion to its own ends. 

1 have argued that mass media reproduces implicit assumptions within the audience 

which correspond to the requirements and values of the economic system. Mass media presents 

the solution to environmental degradation in individudistic non-politicized terms which ensure 

that no mzjor challenge to-modes and methods of production is forthcoming fkom the audience. 

Green consumers are successfùIly socialized through media systems so as to continue to 

participate in normative consumer paradigrns. Religion within media also reproduces widely- 

shared culturd assumptions. The presentation of religion on Amencan television sets reflects an 

adaptation to what could be considered the economy's most fundamental irnplicit assumption -- 

the pursuit of material wealth is good and leads to happiness. Mass media economics of 

audience share leads religious programmers to adapt their message for broader audience appeal. 

This is equivalent to generating symbols and assumptions which are widely shared within the 

collective memory. Just as mass media in South Asia reproduce the dominant cultural 

assurnptions defining appropriate categories of wife, husband, and family @y rejecting love 
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rnarriages), so too does American religious television reproduce religious themes which share in 

the dominant assumptions of the economic system -- the blessing of matenal wealth and the 

holiness of cons~mption.~~' 

The politicai and economic interests of the élite owners of media systems ensure that 

what is said, as much as what is not said, within the definitional system serves to reproduce élite 

privilege and the economic status quo which supports the élite's maintenance of power. The 

presentation of environmental themes and religious themes c o h  the reproduction of impiicit 

assumptions which lie at the foundation of the social order. The following sections on rnilitary, 

political, and health care system discourses within mass media provide M e r  indication of the 

relationship between mass media's definitional power and its representation of irnplicit 

assumptions which reproduce the economic system. 

36'"Televangelists serve the same social function as non-religious television programs by 
confîrming Americans' fundamentai beliefs about themselves and their culture." Quentin J. 
Schultze. Televangelism and American Culture: The Business of Popular Religion, (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Baker, 199 11, 137. 



War and Mass Media 

Drawing on the media analysis of Douglas Kellner, Edward S. Heman, and Noarn 

Chomsky, this section will explore how mass media limits the cultural debate, controls the flow 

of symbols, and works in suppoa of élite Interests in its presentation of arxned conflict, here 

focused on the American-led aggression known as the Gulf War. Collective memory will be 

seen to describe the media presentation of war as a control of symbols which reproduces key 

implicit assurnptions about h e n c a n  society and its 'enemies.' These assumptions are created 

through the propaganda effect of mass media., which Kellner, Herman and Chomsky describe as 

the media's uncritical use of govemment-produced information regarding its war machine. 

In Media Culture Kellner argues that the Bush Administration carried out a highly 

successful disinformation campaign which served to Iegithnate the U.S. military deployment in 

Saudi Arabia on August 8, 1990.~~' This event in the history of media culture highlights how 

mass media reproduces the system-maintaining assumptions of Amencan culture and its 

economic system. According to Kellner's analysis, the Bush Administration controlled and 

manipulated information sources used by the media.363 Early in the crisis, the U.S. govenunent 

fabricated disinformation which fdsely claimed that the Iraqis were mobilizing troops on the 

border of Saudi Arabia. The Administration then fed information to the Washington Post which 

claimed that negotiation with Iraqi president Saddam Hussein was impossible. The Post 

followed the lead of the Administration's disinformation and immediately began publishing 

editorials calling for Bush to bomb Baghdad. Kellner notes that the Post articles reflected a 
- 

36'DougIas Kellner. Media Czdtzrre, 20 1 . 
3"fiid- 



cultural stereotype of Arabs as "derstanding only force and incapable of defending themselves 

and solving their own pro blems.'"" 

Here Douglas' cultural theory suggests that perceptual bias is at work. The perceptual 

bias of the Amencan attitude towards the Arab world runs so deep that a Post c o l u d s t  who 

continually vilified the Iraqis was subsequently awarded a Pulitzer prize '"for searching and 

prescient columns on events leading up to the ~ d f  ~ a r ? *  Perceptual bias is clearly at work 

when a spokesperson for racial stereotypes and Administration disinformation is honoured for 

tmth and integrity in journalism. Herman and Chomsky note that whiie journalists c m  gain 

respectability by publishing information fiom standard govemment sources, those who are 

critical of élite interests "must be prepared to face a defamation apparatus against which there is 

little r e c o ~ r s e . ' ? ~ ~ ~  

Kellner's andysis concludes that the media effectively shaped the public's perception and 

legitimated the credibility of the government's lea~iership.'~' The disinformation carnpaign 

which moulded public perception worked in the following fashion: 

high Bush Administration officials called in journalists who would serve as 
conduits for stones that Iraq refused to negotiate a withdrawal from Kuwait and 
that they had troops stationed on the borders of  Saudi Arabia, threatening to 
invade the oil-rich kingdom. The Pentagon and the Bush Administration also 

ï66Herman and Chomsky. Manufacturing Consent, 3 06. 

367Kellner says this : "the Bush Administration and Washington Post disinformation and 
propaganda conceming the Iraqis' readiness to invade Saudi Arabia worked effectively to shape 
media discourse and public perception of the crisis and to legitimate Bush's sending US. troops 
to Saudi Arabia" (Kellner. Media Culture, 203). 



released information at press conferences conceming the Iraqi threat to Saudi 
Arabia and unwilIuigness to negotiate, and these "official" pronouncements 
supplemented the unofficial briefings of reporters. In turn, editorial writers and 
commentators on TV networks took up these clairns, which they used to bolster 
arguments concerning why it was necessary for the U.S. to send troops to Saudi 
Arabia. Hence, disinformation stories were planted and then reproduced and 
circutated, producing the eEect desired? 

Kellner also notes that public perception was directed by the failure of major newspapers, news 

magazines, and teIevision networks to criticize Bush's rnilitary deployrnent and rejection of 

n e g o t i a t i ~ n . ~ ~ ~  The mainstream media failed to present alternative voices found in congress and 

on the Street, and drew on an "extremely limited repertoire of voices ... thus fkeezing significant 

views out of public policy debate~.""~ Here we see once again that m a s  media directs 

perception by lirniting the number of symbols and meanings available to the mass audience. 

The demonization of Saddam Hussein and the lraqis was presented within media 

discourse as a cosmic stniggle between good and evil. In 199 1 a Kuwaiti goverment group 

encouraged this demonization by financing a propaganda campaign, undertaken by the US .  

public relations firm of Hill & Knowlton. Hill & Knowlton fabricated Iraqi atrocities in Kuwait, 

with the cooperation of the Kuwaiti ambassador to the US., and fûrthered the manipulation of 

the Amaïcm people into accepting the Gulf war.j7' Kere we see public relations operating as 

the disguised presentation of p ~ v a t e  interest. This is exactly the strategy of the "engineering of 

36Slbid., 203-206. 

3691bid, 206. 

3701b id- 

37'fiid, 207. 



consenty' as developed by Bemays in the 1920's.'" This series of events provides another 

example of the entrenchrnent of mass media in the élite's systems of definitional control. The 

Hill & Knowlton public relations/disinformation campaign was canied out with the assistance of 

Craig Fuller, then president of Hill & Knowlton. Fuller was George Bush's chief of staff before 

working for Hill & ~ n o w l t o n . ' ~  This manipulation of the American public by govemment 

interests coincides with Haberrnas' observations on the industry of political marketing wherein 

advertising experts "neutrd in respect to party politics" are employed to sel1 politics to the public 

in an "unpolitical ~ a y . ' ' ' ~ ~  The demonization of Saddam Hussein resurfaced during a Gulf War 

crisis early in 1998. One former State Department officer, Jan Heininger, w-as quoted within the 

media as suggesting that the U.S. Administration was doing "an adequate job of painting Mr. 

Hussein as an "evil monster,"" and predicted that once the bombs start dropping, "Americans 

will rally around the flag.''375 During this C ~ S ~ S  the Administration also engaged in a media 

carnpaign to convince Americans of their state's moral supenority within the codict. 

The media presentation of the Gulf War provides another example of how mass media 

controls the flow of syrnbols within public discourse. KeIlner argues that this control was 

exercised not merely in the name of government propaganda and Administration interests, but 

'=Bernays. The Engineering of Consent. 

373~ellner. Media Culture, 207. 

374Habermaç. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 2 16. 

'"Julian Beltrame. "U.S. Fires up Support for War on Iraq: U.S. Defense Secretary 
Shows Grisly Photos of Alleged Gas Victims," The Ottawa Citizen, Tuesday February 17, 1998, 
M. 



primarily in the interests of profits within the economic system.'" The ownership of media 

systerns, such as the NBC network, by major weapons manufacturers, such as General Elecuic, 

suggests that large rnilitary contractors will stand to benefit fiom the media presentation of a 

successfül war.377 Kellner descnbes how the media presented the war as a triurnph of new 

military technology which ensured victory and a low body count: 

The mainstream media projected the image of the \var most desired by the 
Pentagon and the Bush Administration; i-e. that it was fighting an eminently clean 
and successfid hi&-tech wa.. From the beginnuig, the bombing of Iraq was 
portrayed as efficient and humane, targeting ody military facilities. Over and 
over, despite pictures from Iraq which revealed the contrary, the Pentagon and 
Bush Administration stressed the accuracy of their bombing strategies and the oft- 
repeated images of the precision bombs, with video cameras built into their heads, 
presented an image of such accurate bombing. Likewise, the fiequent pictures of 
Patriot missiles apparently knocking out Iraqi Scud missiles created the 
impressions of a clean hi&-tech ~ a r . ' ~ ~  

The media presentation of the war and the Administration's fdse claims of cleari, accurate 

military technology combined to create a global showcase for US. weapons sy~tems. '~~ 

Although the conclusion c m  only be inferred, it appears that the control of symbols within the 

media coverage of the Gulf War served to create positive assumptions in the audience about the 

376Reaching a parallel conclusion, a study of mass media and racism found that racism 
within the media reflected the economic interests of the élite who o\m and control media 
sysrems. Racism within the British media represented dominant social assumptions while at the 
same time ensuring economic gain by the wealthy. Once again, the agenda of the media is set by 
the economic interests of the wealthy. See Paul Hartmann and Charles Husband. Racism and 
the Muss Media: A Study of the Rule of the Mass Media in the Formation of White Beliefs und 
Attitudes in Britain, (London: Davis-Poynter, 1974). 

'77Keilner. Media Culture, 2 1 3. 

379Kelher notes that over 70 percent of the Pentagon's 'smart bombs' missed their targets 
( f i id) .  



nature of American-made weapons sy~tems.~" It is quite possible that the prïmary audience 

targeted by GE'S media system, NBC, was not the American public but a global clientèle closer 

to GE'S bottom line -- those who buy GE-rnanufactured weapons sys tem~.~~ '  On the vested 

interests of Arnencan mass media with state-sponsored acts of aggression, Herman and Chomsky 

Iikewïse conclude that media, goveniment, and the arms hdustry are a unified definitional 

system, 'ive may fairly Say that the US. mass media, despite their righteous selfiimage as 

opponents of sornething called terrorisrn, serve in fact as loyal agents of terr~risrn."~" The 

tendency for weapons firms and the U.S. Department of Defense to pursue a common purpose 

has been called cLBureaucratic Symbiosis" by econornist John Kenneth Galbraith.3s3 Galbraith 

describes the decision-making process within this symbiosis as follows: 

The initiating decision [to purchase weapons] is taken by the weapons h and by 
the particular seMce for which the item is intended. The action is ratified by the 
President who, though not without power, is essentially a captive of the 
bureaucracy he heads. The - b e d  Services Cornittees of Congress, staffed with 
reliable sycophants of the weapons Enns and the services, accept al1 but 

'"Kelher notes that the military had a high credibility rating among the American 
audience: ''A Times-kfirror survey of January 3 1, 199 1, revealed th2t 78 percent of the public 
believed that the military was basically telling the truth, not hiding anything embarrassing about 
its conduct of the war, and providing al1 of the information it prudently could" (fiid, 2 15). 

381Kellner's own analysis of the connection between the Gulf War and weapons saies 
notes that "GE produced parts of every major weapon system used in the war, so that file footage 
of US. weapons and the gushingly positive reports of their technologicd wonder were in effect 
fkee advertisements for products produced by GE/NBC -- indeed, desire to promote U.S. 
weapons for sale was one of the major purposes of the war in the fïrst placey' (Ibid, 213). 

3S2~erman and Chomsky. Manufacturing Consent, 1 42. 

Economics and the Public Purpose, 1 3 9. 



automatically the decision so taken. The role of the rest of the Congress is 
minimal; that of the public is nil?' 

Mass media acts as a public relations channel for the entire process and American armed 

aggression ensures a constant demand for new and improved weapons. 

The success of mass media's ability to control the cultural debate surrounding war c m  be 

inferred fiom the lack of public outcry over the slaughter of Iraqi troops in the Gulf War. 

American-lead forces killed an estirnated 100,000 Iraqi troops in 199 1 .385 Also, the Gulf War 

appears to have crcated the impression that the new guidance systerns made by GE and other 

cornpanies will reduce civilian deaths in future rnilitary aggression. The focus of media reports 

tends to rest on g1oriSing the technology of the weapons systems, and they are noticeably silent 

on the high risk of civilian deaths: 

Dozens of the six-metre-long, cigar-shaped missiles, skimming above the desert 
floor at almost 1,000 kilornetres an hour, will corne out of the darkness and wind 
their way down Baghdad streets in search of targets programmed into their 
computers weeks ago ... Waves of British and US. fighters, armed with laser- or 
video-guided smart bombs, would strike sites in and around ~aghdad."~  

Media sources continue to understate the significant failure rate of these weapons systems which 

are intended for 'surgical strikes' within heavily populated areas. 

The alignrnent of the Bush Administration with the interests of one of the largest sectors 

of the economic system -- amis manufacturers -- effectively cornbined government access to 

"'~avid Pugliese. "The Next Gulf War: How the Battle will be Fought," The Ottuwa 
Citizen, Saturday, F e b r u q  14, 1998, B 1. 



media with military control of media and corporate ownership of media ~ ~ s t e r n s . ' ~ ~  The 

combination of these media systems resulted in the creation of what Kellner caiis a "warrior 

nation that tumed many in the TV audience into fanatic supporters of the Bush Administration 

war poli~y."'88 The total media environment effectively mobilized support for the U.S. war 

policies. In so doing, the profit motivation of the economic system kvas  served and Arnerican 

perceptuai bias towards those outside their social order, the Arab world, was reidorced through 

the media discourse. Kellner andysed American films made during the 1970's and 1 9801s, such 

as Navy Seals, Iron Eagle, The Delta Force, Death Before Dishonor, Blnck Sunday, and 

Nighthwks, and concluded that "Arabs are s e ~ n g  as new villain stereotrpes in Hollywood 

films and by the 1980's were the privileged target of Hollywood mani~heanisrn."~~~ Thus we h d  

that the symbolics of Hollywood match the assunptions which direct public support of Arnerican 

fbreign policy -- the enemy is evil, only understands the use of force, and should be civilized or 

destro yed. 

The mass media presented a significant cultural bias, controlled the cuItural debate over 

the direction of sociev, limited the presentation of alternative viewpoints, and served the 

interests of the economic system. The Gulf War provides confirmation of my mode1 of mass 

387Media theorist Tony B e ~ e t t  also notes this connection between mass media and the 
interests of the political élite: "media may be said to collude with the major established parties in 
Iimiting the very way in which problems are defked and the horizons within which solutions 
may be sought" Tony Bennett. "Media, 'Reality,' Signification," Culture, Society and the Media, 
edited by Michael Gurevitch, Tony Bennett, James Cwa,  and Janet Woollacott. (London, 
Methuen, 1982), 307. 

388~ellner. Media Culture, 2 14. 



media as definitional control in the interests of the economic system and strongly suggests the 

reinforcement of implicit assumptions about those outside the American cultural arena. Any 

dissent within American society which contradicted the economic stake in armed agression was 

effectively suppressed within the media sy~tern.~~'  

The military agenda of the American government is achieved by disinformation and 

propaganda campaigns orchestrated in conjunction with the media systerns of major weapons 

manufacturers. Other commercial media systems, such as Hollywood films, also project the 

implicit assumption of a 'good U.S.A.' and its 'evil' enemies. Kellner7s analysis of Hollywood 

films such as Rambo and Top Cnrn argues that Hollywood cinema embodied Reaganite anti- 

communist and pro-military discourses: 

The popularity of the film Rambo and the Stallone, Chuck Noms, and other 
"action-adventure" vehicles suggests that the Hollywood President and Iarge 
segments of the country had asimilated a manichean worldview fiom Hollywood 
movies whereby 'Vte enemy" is so evil and '%en are so good that only violence 
c m  eliminate threats to our well-being. Thus, Reagan's most "popular" acts were 
his invasion of Grenada and bombing of Libya -- precisely the sort of "action" 
celebrated in Rambo, Top Gun, Iron Eagle, and the other militarist epics of the 
Reagan era. Hollywood films therefore provided iconography which helped 
mobilize support for conservative and rnilitarist political  agenda^.'^' 

American interventionist foreign policies fmd symbolic expression through conservative 

American films. The flow of symbols from Hollywood legitirnizes the domination of ruling 

social groups and reinforces ideological boundaries between the U.S.A. (good/clean) and the 

state7s enemies (evil/unclean). The result is a media culture saturated with symbols that mobilize 

390~ellner notes that between August 8 and January 3, 199 1, roughly one percent of 
American television coverage dealt with popular opposition to the actions of the US. military in 
the Gulf (Bidd, 209). 



consent for the actions of the political élite. These symbols embody implicit assumptions 

surrounding the categones of the state's nature and the nature of its enernies, "convincing 

Americans that military action is necessary means convincing them that Mr. Hussein is a demon 

who must be s t ~ ~ ~ e d . " ' ~ ~  Here we see the manipulation of the public sphere as described by 

Habermas in terms similar to the dynamics of collective memory. The public sphere is 

manipulated by political marketing which appeals to "unconscious inclinations" and results in 

predictable reactions among the a~dience.'~' 

Herman and Chomslq's analysis of the media's roIe in the aftemath of the Vietnam war 

also uncovered an intemalized cultural assumption -- the assumption that the Amencan state 

cannot be morally wrong. The media retrospective on the Vietnam war failed to express what 

many Ame~cans felt, that the war was an irnmord crime. Within U.S. mass media systems, 

principled objection to the war as "fundarnentally wrong and immoral," or as 
outright criminal aggression -- a war crime--- is Nzexpressible. It is not part of the 
spectrum of discussion. The background for such a pnnciples critique cannot be 
developed in the media, and the concIusions cannot be drawn. It is not present 
even to be refuted. Rather, the idea is ~nthinkable.~~' 

While members of the audience did see the war as immoral, the media was incapable of 

presenting such a blatant contradiction to élite interests and state credibility. Prolonged fixation 

within media cuIture on the ïmrnorality of the state would probably lead to public action contrary 

to élite interests. Thus the media can project a doctrinal consensus, the morality and inherent 

goodness of the state, which stifles any opportunity for rethinking the social order among the 

3g'Beltrame. "U.S . Fired up Support for War on Iraq," Al. 

393Habemas. The Shuctural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 217. 

3'>4~erman and Chomsky. Manufacturing Consent, 252. 
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participants of media culture. The cultural debate is controlled by eliminating dissenting symbol- 

flow £iom the media system and, as a result, defuitional control i s  maintained and the social 

order is reproduced. Dissent and protest outside of the media system is largely disempowered as 

a social force because such dissent is simply absent fiorn the symbol-fIow of media culture. 

Politics and Mass Media 

Herman and Chomsky's Manufactziring Consent confïrrns Kellner' s conclusions 

regarding mass media's defuiitional control, presentation of culturai bias, and complicity with 

élite interests and econornic motives. In this section the focus moves fiorn war to politics in the 

American context. Heman and Chomsky's analysis describes the national media of Amenca as 

presenting the "interests and concerns of the sellers, the buyers, and the govenunental and private 

instit@onsn in a manner which supports the élite."' The U.S. media permit and encourage 

debate, criticism, and dissent only as long as these voices rernain faiffil to what Heman and 

Chomsky identify as a "system of presuppositions and principles that constitute an élite 

consensus, a system so powerfid as to be intemalized without a ~ a r e n e s s . " ~ ~ ~  Here we are 

entering the realm of collective memory -- intemalized presuppositions and principles which 

order the social world. Where do these implicit assumptions about democracy appear in the 

Amencan media? 

Herman and Chomsky cite the intense media coverage of the Nixon Administration's 

illegal action against the Democratic part.; headquarters (Watergate) and the lack of significant 

39%erman and Chomsky. Manufacturing Consent3 303. 

396Bid., 302. 
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media coverage of illegal action by the FBI against the Sociaiist Workers parcy as exampies of 

'intemalized presuppositions and principles' within the élite world-view. The illegal action 

against the Democratic party was a scandd in élite opinion because Nixon's actions chdenged 

"powerful domestic interests, solidly based in the business community" as embodied in the 

Democratic party.397 The Democratic party operated as a symbol of élite consensus about 

democracy and business and Nixon's actions chdenged this symbol and its implicit rneaning of 

dernocracy and commerce. Whereas the Democratk party operated as a syrnbol which embodied 

a widely-shared connotation of democracy and business among diverse groups of élites. the 

Socialist Workers party acts among the élite as a symbol with quite different connotation. 

The FBI's illegal break-ins and other actions against the Socialist Workers party over the 

course of a decade did not represent a scandal even though it was "a violation of democratic 

principle far more extensive and serious than anything charged during the Watergate hearing~."'~~ 

Why did this illegaI action fail to ignite indignation among the élite? Kemm and Chomsky 

suggest it f ~ l e d  to enter the media as a grand scandal because the illegal actions of the FBX 

against a legal political party did not directly tbreaten élite interests and therefore it simply was 

not a worthy s t ~ r y . ' ~ ~  Implicit assumptions about what constitutes credible democratic 

representation (the Democratic party) and illegitimate representation (the Socialist Workers 

3991bid The writers also suggest ongoing systemic action against alternative voices within 
Amencan society, "these actions of the national political police were only one element of 
government programs extending over many administrations to deter independent political action, 
stir up violence in the ghettos, and undermine the popular movements that were beginning to 
engage sectors of the generally marginalized public in the arena of decision-making" (fiid.). 



party) directed the attention of media coverage and élite indignation."OO Nixon threatened a 

category close to the heart of the élite world-view, whereas the FBI threatened a category of 

democratic organization that lacks signifïcant ties to power holders within American society. 

Watergate amounts to an arousal of pollution fears among the Amencan élite who responded to 

the denigration of a worthy symbol, the Democratic p q .  These pollution beliefs reflected 

implicit assumptions regarding the sanctity of dernocracy and commerce among the élite:" A 

category was îhreatened, implicit assumptions shared by the élite were challenged, and society 

responded by punishing the offender. 

One could speculate that widespread scanda1 over the FB17s actions against the Socialist 

Workers party would amount to the opposite dynarnic -- a direct challenge to widely-shared 

assumptions and categories. The socialist party undoubtedly provides an ambiguous symbol -- a 

legitimate political party but one that challenges core values of American culture. If the FBI's 

actions against this ambiguous symbol were the target of sustained public outrage and negative 

400 Herrnan and Chomsiq describe a similar dynamic at work in media coverage of 
elections in El Salvador and Guatemala ('good' client-states of the U.S.) and Nicaragua (an 'evil' 
socialist state), "Despite its supenority on every substantive count, the Nicaraguan election was 
found by the media to have been a sham and to have failed to legitimize" (Ibid, 141). The 
authors conclude that 'Yhe U.S. mass media will always find a Third World election sponsored 
by their own govemment a "step toward democracy," and an election held in a country that their 
govemment is busily destabilizing "a farce and a sham" (Ibid). This is an exarnple of media 
reproducing the political categories which represent dominant cultural assumptions in America 
about the nature of democracy (the social order). 

40 1 That the U.S. commercial media support the dominant cultural assumptions about the 
US.  political system is an indication of the systemic integration of mass media into élite power 
systems; ''The United States media emerged fiom, and renect the assumptions of, American 
politics. The U S .  media do not merely 'fit' neatly into the U.S. political system, the US .  media 
are an important, indeed essential, part of that system" Jeremy Tunstall. The Media are 
Arnerican: Anglo-Arnericun Media in the WorZd, Fondon: Constable, 1977), 263. 
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media coverage, then this would amount to a re-valuation of a govemment sy-mbol of control, a 

questionhg of the democratic nature of  the current government, and a reversa1 of the mord 

quality associated with the current govemment versus the Socialist Workers party in the minds of 

Arnericans. Thus, sustained pollution beliefs aroused to protect the credibility and legitimacy of 

the Socialist Workers party would cail into question the credibility of its opposite symbol -- the 

current govemment. This scenario rests upon assumptions about the valuation of these symbols 

(althouph they are fairly safe assumptions), yet serves to highlight how widely-shared megories 

behind the Watergate scanda1 were the subject of pollution beliefs within media culture. The 

media event of Watergate reveals how pollution beliefs arise within media systems and reflect 

dominant symbols and categones, such as dernocracy and business, which uphold the élite 

maintenance of power. Symbols that do not represent widely shared categories, such as the 

Socialist Workers party, fail to arouse pollution beliefs within media culture when the symbol is 

attacked by credible authority (the FBI). This resonates with Mary Douglas' theory that pollution 

beliefs will only work effectively if there is a widespread consensus in the assurnptions and 

categories which are threate~~ed.~'' 

- - - - - - - 

402 Douglas. Implicit Meanings, 63. 
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Drugs, Pollution, and Changing Categories in the Ontario Health Care System 

Over fifty years ago the Ontario provincial govemment made use of one of contemporary 

society's most powerfül definitional systems, public education, in an attempt to change the social 

classification of narcotics and create a new moral consensus. This section wilI briefly explore a 

text which unveils this attempt at citing poht ion danger to sociaiize public support for a re- 

classification of objects (narcotics) in cornmon use at the t h e .  Pollution beliefs are part of the 

cultural filtering mechanisrn which structures shared perceptual bias and shared values, "our 

pollution behaviour is the reaction which condemns any object or idea likely to confuse or 

contradict cherished clzssifications.'"03 This andysis is intended to clarify how classification, 

moral consensus, and poht ion beiiefs operate within modem media systems. 

In 1925 the provincial Minister of Education authorized the publication of a textbook 

entitled Ontario PtrbZic Schooi Xealth Book. The stated purposes of the Heaith Book were to 

"arouse a desire for proper living, to develop health habits, and to teach the pupils of our public 

schools some simple means for the prevention of di~ease.'"~~ In Chapter XLY: Habit Forming 

Drugs, the narcotics opium, morphine, and cocaine are described as useful in relieving pain and 

producing sleep in moderate doses but "in larger doses produce stupor and unconsciou~ness.'"~~ 

These narcotics are described as ingredients in patent medicuies available at the time, 

J03Douglas, Purity and Danger, 3 6. 

"04Donald T. Fraser and George D. Porter. Ontario Public SchooZ Health Book, (Toronto: 
The Copp Clark Company, 1925), 1. 



Some patent medicines contain narcotics, and these may have been responsible for 
causing persons to become slaves of a h g .  Those taking such medicines rnay 
acquire a taste for the h g ,  and ulrimately the taste may become a craving. Some 
of the worthless catarrh remedies contain cocaine. Certain cou& medicines, 
soothing synips, and so-called consumption cures contain opium and morphine; 
and many advertised tonics and blood purifiers contain alcohol in large 
proportions. Fortunately the amount of narcotics in patent rnedicines is now 
reduced, and their sale is restncted by the Federal Deparûnent of Health. When il1 
we shodd consult our family doctor and avoid quackery and patent medicines.'" 

This text reveals a cultural debate between consurners and producers of narcotic ingredients 

found in patent rnedicines and the Federal Department of Health. At stake is the state of 

consciousness and the threat of individuals becorning "slaves of a dr~g.'"~' A credible source of 

healing, the 'farnily doctor' is recommended in opposition to an illegitimate source of healing, 

'quackery and patent medicine.' The text continues and describes what is at stake in the cultural 

debate, or contest, between these two healing systerns, 

Every one has a natural appetite for food and a natural thirst for water, but those 
who take any of these dmgs soon develop an unnaturd appetite or craving for 
them. In time the drug has to be taken in increasing doses to produce the required 
effects; and the person taking it becomes an addict or slave to it. Then his health 
suffers, his mind becomes affected, and his character and mords deteriorate. He 
is in complete bondage to the h g .  That is why the unfortmate dnig addict has 
been called a "dope fiend." As said before, the drug habit is very hard to break, 
and the withdrawal of the dmg in an attempt to break the habit often causes much 
misery and distress. But, as in the case of other bad habits, the cure is to cease 
altogether to use the drug. 

We are told that the nurnber of cimg addicts in Canada has been increasing, 
therefore al1 good Canadians must guard against this evil. While boys and girls of 
school age are not likely to trine with such dmgs, yet it is well to be warned of 
their terrible dangers before it is too late.'08 
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Through the lem of Douglas' cultural theory, this text has the appearance of a cultural debate 

over acceptable categories of consumable items and acceptable credible authorities. 

The text expresses a danger belief and a fear of moral pollution fiom narcotics that are 

descnbed as 'evil,' and their use is said to bring 'terrible dangers.' People affected by this form 

of pollution will suffer damage to their body ('health sufFers7), their brain ('mind becomes 

afZected7), their personality ('character'), and their moral state will 'deteriorate.' These four 

categories suggest that the entire being is at stake. With body, mind, character, and mords 

weakened the individual is transformed fiom being a 'good Canadian' to a 'slave' in 'complete 

bondage' to a growing evil which is transforming good Canadians into 'dope fiends.' 

Here we Find two categories of persons, 'Canadians' and 'dope fiends,' contrasted against 

two corresponding states-of-being, 'good' versus 'slaves' in 'complete bondage.' This taxonomy 

of individuals is matched by food which creates a natural appetite and food (drugs) which creates 

an unnatural appetite, and two corresponding types of authority, 'Federal Department of 

Heaith/family doctor' versus 'quackery and patent medicines.' 

Douglas' cultural theory suggests that this text, as a cultural script, is embedded with a 

debate over legitimate authority sources. The contested authonties are sources of credibility 

within the local heaith care system. Sorne individuals use narcotics because they accept as 

credible the authonty of 'quackery and patent medicines.' The legal classification of the 

food/drug is changing and the text reflects a severe moral consequence for those who, through 

evil drugs, become polluted by ingesting the re-classified items. This text portrays a çtniggle 
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within the social world that is cosmic in scde. Evil is present and growing. The very physical, 

mental, and psychological nature and mord being of all Canadians is at stake?Og 

By using the definitional system of public education, the Canadian state made use of its 

intemal media system which may aIso have been its most inexpensive means of accessing the 

'mas  mind' of the Canadian public. The state used a mass media system (public education) to 

reinforce what constitutes a 'good Canadian.' Cultural theory describes this action as an 

expression of a pollution belief which arose in reaction to the feared destruction of a conceptual 

category -- 'good Canadians.' What remains sbcikuig is the cornpiete transformation of being 

which is attributed to those who s a e r  pollution £iom the feared evil. Perhaps this suggests that 

key assumptions at the foundation of die social order are at stake in this cosmic battle between 

gocd and evil. The creation of an 'unnatural appetite, craving, stupor, unconsciousness and a 

state of bondage and enslavement' suggest that control of the self and consciousness are a strong 

concem. Order is preferred and the loss of self and self-will is feared. It appears that the implicit 

assumptions behind the text may surround the nature of what it is to be humm. The natwd and 

the unnatural, the good and the evil, are seen to be at work on the structure of the self. The state 

is engaged in a scniggle over what constitutes legitimate selfhood and moral citizenship. 

"09Within the confines of this single text it is not possible to Say why dmg use is selected 
as a danger to the moral fabric of the nation. A clue to how this moral debate may be related to 
the needs of the economic system appeared in Mike Blanchneld's article, "The Case for Prison's 
LSD Tests," (The Ottawa Citizen, Sunday, March 1, 1998, Al). Blanchfield quotes psychologist 
Mark Evans' January 1964 article in the Canadian Journal of Corrections, wherein Evans 
describes drug addicts as an "enormous wastage of manpower in our own and other countrïes." 
In an effort to increase the amount of manpower available to the economic system Evans 
administered LSD to approximately 30 women confined at the Kingston Pnson for Women in the 
early 1960's. From this one can infer that unauthorized drug use represents a threat to the 
economic system. 



Over fifty years later, Canadian society is stiU embroiled in a cultural debate over 

substances which induce alternative States of consciousness. Now marijuana use provides a 

symbolic focal point for the debate. As with the HeaZth Book of 1925, the debate concerns the 

medical classification of a widely-used h g ;  "A recent Ontario court d ing  gave Terry Parker, a 

Toronto man with epilepsy, the constitutional right to grow and smoke marijuana. But the nding 

was seen as a specific exemption for Mr. Parker, rather than a precedent applying to anyone, and 

the govemment is appealing the d e ~ i s i o n . ' ' ~ ~ ~  

That the debate still exists is an indication of a lack of social consensus over what 

constitutes a 'good' Canadian. Different sides in the debate both cite medical science as a 

credible authority for their version of reality. This dernonstrates the persistence of disputed 

categories and contradictory sources of credibility within culture. It c m  also be seen that the 

state's resources and access to mass media systems does not gant it cornplete definitional control 

over ciassification within the social order. 

410See Randy Boswell. "Marijuana 'Buyers Club' Launched: Six Ontario Outlets Planned 
for Users with Medical Need," The Ottawa CiZizen, Saturday, February 14, 1998, A3. 



Mass media can be conceptualized as a global symbolic system which exercises a 

constraining monopoly over the cosmoIogy of iocal cultures within the realm of media culture. 

The eEect of this constraining monopoly has been identified in the area of environmentalism. 

Television presents an individudistic solution to the environmental problem and ensures that the 

audience's consumption patterns do not change in such a way as to become a threat to the 

economic system. This constraining monopoly is not absolute, as challenges to the economic 

system are seen in shows such as The Natzrre of Things. The degree of challenge presented by 

this show is implied in the withdrawal of the sponsorship of togging companies. This 

constraining monopoly over symbol-flow within mass media was also found in the U.S. media 

coverage of the Gulf War, coverage which grossly under-represented the degree of protest, 

political dissent, and economic criticism. The existence of such protest within media culture also 

demonstrates that the definitional control established via mass media is not absolute- Protest was 

represented within media culture but the economic system was not in danger of collapse. This 

constrained symbol-flow of mass media perpetuates a perceptual and affective bias upon the 

social world of media culture through processes parallel to those of collective rnemory. Implicit 

assumptions are reinforced through symbols communicated within media culture and perceptual 

bias is maintained through the exclusion of alternative possible realities as porûayed within mass 

media. By excluding alternative realities mass media reproduces dominant cultural assumptions. 

The regiond mass media of South Asia was seen to convey the region's dominant 

cultural assuniptions regarding love marriages. A lack of evidence within the literature surveyed 

prevents me from drawing any conclusions regarding the economic assumptions within South 
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Asia indigenous media. Aithough the conclusion lies outside the boundary of my research, it is 

possible that the U.S. film industry has penetrated the South Asian (and global) market because 

of the shared common ground of a market economy and its attendant value system. The sarne 

line of conjecture would suggest that Hindi films fail to capture a large US.  audience as they 

largely portray regional cultural values which remah alien to Americans. These conjectures 

require M e r  research. What the South Asia media assumptions, as seen in the portrayal of 

love mamiages, do suggest is that a regional mass media will have to adopt globalized values if it 

is to find a global audience. 

Implicit assurnptions which reflect religious and economic values were identified within 

American religious television. Here a high degree of 'fit' was seen to exist between the values 

of the economic system (the pursuit of wealth) and religious values within evangelical and 

fundamentalist televangelism. This is a clear instance of mass media reinforcing widely-shared 

implicit assumptions. The pressure upon religious content to conform to widely-held values also 

demonstrated how mass media can reproduce a culture's perceptual bias. 

The values of South Asian films, U.S. religious television, dong with the assumptions 

impIicit in the demonization of the Iraqis during the Gulf War, and the analysis of Watergate as a 

manifestation of pollution beliefs within media culture al1 suggest that mass media functions as a 

technological manifestation of collective memory. Media reproduces widely-held cultural values 

and classifications. As media systems are owned by the élite they also effectiveiy protect the 

interests of the élite. Thus mass media does not present an unbiased or unfiltered reflection of 

the symbolic content of a culture's collective memory. It is only a dominant symbolic system. It 

is not a comprehensive cosmoIogy which fully represents al1 symbols and rneanings at play 
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within the social order. This conclusion is implied through the failure of the US. media to 

represent fully the protest against the Gulf War. The one-sided portrayai of the environmental 

problem is another instance of m a s  media's partial representatïon o f  the shared contents of 

collective memory. It may be the case that mass media most Mly represents the collective 

memory not of die entire population, but only of the élite. The cultural debate over drugs within 

Canada also demonstrates that the definitionai power of media is not dl-encompassing. Dissent 

does exist. A culture, &er dl ,  is defined by its debates and definitional contests. 

In contrast to élite-owned mass media systems cyberspace exhibits structural 

characteristics as a decentralized and globalized communication system which, thus far in its 

history, has prevented the monopoIization of its ownership and control over its content by the 

élite. As far as content and symbol-flow are concemed, there are no media moguls in 

cyberspace. The following chapter explores the implications of this structural differentiation in 

ownership and symbol-flow by examining three cyberspace media events and texts. These three 

case studies will demonstrate that élite control over content fails to extend into the media realrn 

of cyberspace. It will be shown that the symbol-flow of cyberspace subverts the definitional 

control of two corporations, McDonaldYs and Mattel, and one religious organization, the Church 

of Scientology. In Chapter Six 1 will then argue that this subversion o f  meaning is paradigmatic 

of cyberspace's ernerging impact upon the social order of media culture. 



Chapter Five: Cyberspace and the Subversion of Definitional 
Control 

* In the previous chapter 1 asked how mass media participates in the conirol of the implicit 

assuinprions held by audiences. Mass media saturates local cultures with the symbols and values 

of the economic system. Through the monopolization of symbol flow within media culture, mass 

media excludes other syrnbol systems and so colonizes the mind of the consumer at the local 

level. f i s  mode1 of global media culture defines mass media as an instrument of production and 

the consumer's mind as its most valued product. Here I agree with James Carey's formulation of 

the mind as an instrument of production and the worZd as its "most valued pr~duct."~" But when 

tie individual mind is situated within the global context of mass media the rnind's world-making 

capability is thoroughly colonized by the symbol-sets of the economic system. The individual's 

mind is more a product ofsociety. Society is rnuch less so a product of the individual rnind. 

The symbolic function of mass media c m  be described through the lens of collective 

memory. Mass media reproduces the symbols necessary for the reproduction of the economic 

system by globalizing its implicit assurnptions of the economic system. Mass media's symbol- 

sets are limited in degree of diversity . There is a very fmite number of regular shows, movies, 

repeat broadcasts, themes, and genres within a media system such as television. This limitation 

of representation arises out of the control exercised by the owners and producers of the system 

and by the structural characteristics of mass media systems which by-and-large only permit 

41'Jarnes W. Carey. "The Language of Technology: Talk, Text, and Ternplate as 
Metaphors for Communication," Communication and the Culture of TechnoZogy, edited by 
Martin J. Medhurst, Alberto Gonzalez and Tarla Rai Peterson. (Pullman, Washington: 
Washington State University Press, 1 !BO), 23. 
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symbols to flow in one direction - fiom the production side to the audience/consumer side. 

Conrad Black provides an example of how the d i n g  class uses media ownership to promote 

their own point of view. Black describes his use of media ownership to this end in his book, 

Conrad Black: A Life in Progress, (Toronto: Key Porter, 1993). The ruling class also have the 

ability to exercise control over mass media content without the benefit of direct ownership. Self- 

censorship and libel-chill (the threat of a lawsuit) are examples of how wealth and the wealthy 

can control information within media culture?' In a similar vein, media theonst Anthony Smith 

notes that "The social ambitions and politics of the new media owners are vast and deeply 

personal. When asked why they want to own newspapers and networks, their answers usually 

have more to do with power than ~ o n e y . ' ~ ' ~  The stnicture of ownership, the pnvileges of 

wealth, and the persona1 ambitions of media moguls are reasons why we can speak of the 

monopolization of symbols and exclusion of alternative reality-fiameworks =vittiin mass media. 

This chapter presents my hypothesis that cyberspace subverts the monopolization of 

symbol-flow and definitional contro1 which characterizes mass media. Cyberspace's subversive 

nature will be established through three case studies involving the Mattel Corporation's Barbie 

doll, the McDonald's Corporation, and the C h c h  of Scientology. In each case I wi11 

dernonstrate that cyberspace's syrnbol-flow evades the d e  of law. 1 will also describe how 

subversive symbols flow within the Intemet and how these symbols contradict the values impiicit 

4 ' 2 R ~ ~ l a n d  Lorimer and Jean McNuity. Mass Communications in Canada, 3rd Edition. 
(Toronto: Oxford Universio- Press, 1996), 262; and Michael Parenti. Inventing Reality: The 
Politics of the News Media, 2nd Edition. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1993), 40. 

413Anthony Smith. The Age of Behemoths: The Globalization of Mass Media Firms, 
(New York: Priority Press, 199 1)' 44. 
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within corporate and religious systems. These case studies will establish that cyberspace permits 

a flow of symboIs which is unconstrained by the direct control characteristic of mass media 

systems. The unconstrained flow of symbols and the evasion of the d e  of Iaw will d so  

establish cyberspace as a structurally-differentiated mode of communication. 

Everybody Wants To Be Barbie 

Barbie made her début as a female symbol in 1957 after Ruth Handler designed a do11 

with a body based on "Bild Lili," a German do11 which was marketed as a sex toy for men. '2ili" 

first appeared as a streetwaiker in a German comic  trip.^'^ Earlier, in 1945, Ruth formed the 

Mattel corporation with her husband Elliot Handler. Ruth and Elliot hired Ernst Dichter, who 

was at that time director of the Institute for Motivational Research. Dr. Dichter approached 

marketing hom a methodology uiformed by Sigmund Freud's theories. Dichter marketed the 

doll which Ruth had based on '2ili" and had named after her daughter, Barbie? The Barbie 

do11 grew up to becorne one of the more prominent and lucrative symbols of consumer culture 

and the Arnerican female. In 1996 the Mattei Corporation claimed revenues totalling 4.5 billion 

dollars US? Barbie, along with her cars, clothes, pets, fiends, includuig her constant 

cornpanion, Ken, and al1 their accessories, earned revenues totalling 1.7 billion dollars US. in the 

"'Maureen Dawd. "Barbie Pulls Teeth," The New York Times, August 6, 1997, Volume 
146, 19. 

41SOn the history of Barbie and Mattel, see M.G. Lord. Forever Barbie: The 
Umuthorized Biography of a Real DoZl, (New York: William Morrow, 1979). 

4 ' 6~rom the Mattel Corporation's web site, www.barbie.com, February 1998. 



same year.4'7 According to Mattel, 99 percent of al l  Arnerican girls between the ages of tiiree and 

ten own at least one Barbie, with the average girl owning eightPL8 

LViithui media culture there is an ongoing struggle between the Mattel Corporation and 

numerous groups of individuals over the representation of Barbie within a variety of media 

systems. Typical of this de f~ t iona l  stniggle over the rneaning of Barbie were the actions of the 

New York-based Barbie Liberation Organization. During Christmas 1993 this self-described 

"loose n e ~ o r k  of h s t s ,  parents, feminists, and anti-war activists" switched the voiceboxes of 

300 "Talking Duke" G.I. Joe and "Teen Talk" Barbie dolls and then placed the tampered toys 

back on store shelves. This action made news headlines when over Christmas deep-voiced 

Barbies were heard to say "Dead men tell no lies," while G.I. Joes openly womed in a fernale 

voice "Will we ever have enough cl~thes?"'~ In 1998 Mattel was engaged in legal battles over 

the use of the Barbie narne and image in Song recordings, magazines, and Web sites?' The 

conflict over the use of Barbie's image within Web sites provides an example of cyberspace's 

subversion of the definitional control exercised by the élite through rnass media systems. This 

subversion of defitional control is, for instance, the focus of a cultural debate betweea two 

'I7Denise Gellene. "Barbie Protesters Aren't Playing Around," Los Angeles Times, May 
10, 1997, 1. 

"'~ohn Greenwdd. "Barbie Boots Up: Mattel's New Chief is Ushg an Old Playmate to 
Get Girls as Hooked on Computers as Boys Are," Time, November 1 1, 1996, Volume 148, 
Number 22,48. This nunber is probably inflated by Mattel but nonetheless reveals the 'size7 of 
Barbie as a symbol. 

4 L9 A k  cuirzve. "Barbie Art," undated online article, 
w w w . p a t h f m d e r . c o m / a I t c u l t u r e / a e n t r i e s l b  located February 1998. 

"'This is not an exhaustive list of the media which were involved in the disputed 
representation of Barbie images. 



goups withui Amencan society , artist Mark Napier and his suppoïters on the one side, and the 

Mattel Corporation on the other side. These two groups are engaged in a legal battie over the use 

of Barbie's image within Napier's visual art. The following will describe Napier's use of Barbie, 

Mattel's reaction, and detail how cyberspace enabled the subversion of Mattel's delkitionai 

control over Barbie. 

In 1996 Mark Napier created a Web site called The Distorted Bnrbie,"' which featured 

images of Barbie which were digitdly reshaped to mimic media icons, such as Kate Moss and 

Doliy Parton, as well as distorted images titLed 'Fat and Ugly Barbie,' and 'Possessed Barbie' 

(see pages 163-66). Napier gives the following explanation of Barbie's meaning and his artwork; 

Barbie says a lot about the world. I can7t thhk of any other icon that is more 
widely accepted as an image of fernininity. Barbie is a defining force for both 
women and men, for the culture in general. We have chosen this image, voted for 
it with our dollars, promoted it unconsciously or consciously ... But 1 think it's 
about time this icon diversified a M e .  What about al1 those aspects of o u .  
society that are not represented by Barbie? Let's open up the closet doors and let 
out the repressed real-world Barbies; Barbie's extended family of disowned and 
inbred rejects; politically correct Barbies that celebrate the ignored and 
disenfranchised? 

421Mark Napier. The Distorted Barbie, 
www.users.interport.nec/-napier/barbie/bar located February, 1998, also duplicated at 
www.ered.distrito.com/usu~es/photog/barbie/dbmain.h~ located April 19%. 

4"Mark Napier. The Dislorteed Barbie, @rior to censorship) 
www.detrius.netlprojects/barbie located February 1998. This text is fYom Napier's original 
Distoried Barbie Web site, prior to changes made after legal threats fiom Mattel. 



Figure #1 
Possessed Barbie (1996). 

Reproduced with permission of Mark Napier. 
Image is the subject of a legal threat f?om the Mattel Corporation, October 10, 1997. 

Located at \uww.detntus.net/projects/barbie Mach 1998 

"Move over Chuckie, Kere cornes the Anti-Barbie. This Barbie teaches little girls how to Say "1 
will not be ignored", and really mean it. With Possessd Barbie your daughter will learn the joys 
of voodoo, witchcraft, and Satanic worship. Created on June 6, 1996, she cornes cornplete with 
chicken carcass, goat blood? upside-down crucifix and cancUes."* 

Tommentary which accompanies the ccPossessed Barbie" image by artist Mark Napier. 



Figure #2 
Kate Moss Barbie (1996). 

Reproduced with permission of Mark Napier. 
Image is the subject of a legal threat fiorn the Mattel Corporation, October 10, 1997. 

Located at www.detritus.net/projects/barbie March 1998. 

''Named after the famous plant, Kate Moss is one of a growing group of women who make a 
career out of being anemic. It is a life of ~ ~ O ~ O U S  discipline. Each day, Kate wakes up to a 
breakfast consisting of a blueberry, a glass of air, and two ice cubes. She nins twenty miles, then 
begins her daily workout: two hours of fioowning, scowling, pouting, and pursing, then two hours 
of slouching, hunchuig, and drooping, followed by an h o u  of lookhg pale and angst-ridden. "It's 
hard work" Ms. Moss said wearily in a recent interview. "1 mean, try not srniling. Like, never. 
Not even a liale bit. Yesterday I watched Seinfeld and it threw off my training scheduie for three 
weeks,""* 

*Cornmentary which accompanies the "Kate Moss Barbie" image by artist Mark Napier. 



Figure #3 
Fat and Ugly Barbie (1996). 

Reproduced with permission of Mark Napier. 
Image is the subject of a legal threat from the Mattel Corporation, October 10, 1997. 

Located at www.detritus.netlprojects/barbie March 199 8. 

"Late in her career Barbie meets hard times. Losing market share to the Mighty Morphin Power 
Rangers, Barbie stars in a Broadway musical, which closes halfway through the first act. After 
her seventh marriage to Ken fdls apart, Barbie tums to alchohol, but is rejected by the Betty Ford 
C h i c .  Aging, alone and financially ruined, she moves ta Fort Lauderdale, takes a job as a taxi 
dispatcher, and nurses an addiction to extra dry m a r t ~ s  with chocolate olives. She is 
occasionaily seen in cbeap beachside motels with a Liberace impersonator."* 

*Commentary which accompanies the "Fat and Ugly Barbie" image by artist Mark Napier. 



Figure #4 
Dolly Parton Barbie (1 996). 

Reproduced with permission of Mark Napier. 
Image is the subject of a legal threat fiom the Mattel Corporation, October 10, 1997. 

Located at www.detritus.net~projects/barbie March 1998. 

"Barbie, in an attempt to outdo Dolly Parton, goes in for one more plastic surgery. Unfortmately 
tissue must be taken fiom her head and shoulders to cover the 1.5 cubic liters of silicon. 
Cornmenhg on her now inadequate cranid appendage, Barbie says confidently "No problem! 
Hee Haw, here 1 corne! " ."* 

*Commentary which accompanies the "Dolly Parton Barbie" image by artist Mark Napier. 
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On October 17, 1997 Napier received a letter fiom Mattel lawyers which claimed that 

Napier's Web site violated their tradernark and copyright. Napier responded to the legal threat 

by changing al1 the Barbie images within his Web site. But before Napier changed his Web site, 

a number of individuals made duplicate copies of Napier's original Barbie images and created 

what was known as "The Distorted Barbie Meme." A 'meme' (also known as a 'fiee-floating 

meme') is a Web site that can be completely copied and reduplicated at any other location within 

the Web. 

Months later, early in 1998, a group of artists copied Napier's original Disrorted Bnrbie 

Web site to www.detritus.net -- a cyberspace site that houses endangered art works? 

Detritus.net made this mirror (copy) of Napier's Barbie artwork in response to "Mattel's 

incredible blatant censorship, and to the attempt to suppiess cultural commentary and artist 

appropriation.''424 Thus we see both individuds and groups responding to Mattel's attempt to 

exert definitional control over Barbie in cyberspace. This series of events in media culture 

provides an example of how the technical design of the Internet has inadvertently led to a 

structurally-diKerentiated mode of communication within cyberspace. 

Within cyberspace information can migrate îrom one physical location to another at an 

always-increasing speed."li An entire Web site, such as The Disiortecl Barbie, c m  be duplicated 

423 See Detritus.net, www.detrihis.net/projects. 

4'5~etween 1986 and 1996 the trmsmission capacity (amount of information flow) of the 
Internet has increased more than 20,000 times. The Economist, "The Economics of the Intemet: 
Too Cheap to Meter?'October 19-25, 1996,28. During the same period average transmission 
speed to households has increased fiom 1,200 bits per second to 33,600 bits per second. 



on multiple sites throughout the Web within a matter of minutes. This is exactly what happened. 

Napier's supporters reproduced The Distorted Barbie and created a Web site called me 

Distorted Barbie lMerne which provided Intemet users with instructions for 'mirroring' 

(duplicating) the complete contents of Napier's original Barbie artwork? The "Merne 

Manifesto" explained the intention to subvert Mattel's 'cease and desist' legal action: 

While Napier has decided not to fight the Mattel request as an individuai, there's a 
much more effective technique we can use to drive Mattel lawyers crazy: tum the 
Distorted Barbie site into a free-travelling meme. Place copies of the site al1 over 
the net, then sit back and wzit for Mattel to find them. When the Company asks us 
to cease and desist, we will. But by that tirne, dozens more copies of the site will 
have sprung up elsewhere to take its place. The lawyers' bogus squirrel hunt will 
tum into an endless, crazy-making pursuit of a target that multiplies exponentially 
by digital rnitosis. Eventudly, theyYH give up and redize that the intemet is not a 
very good place to try and squelch fkee expre~sion.~" 

The use of Intemet technology enables the multiplication of information throughout cyberspace 

faster than the legal system can respond to the flow of symbols. Barbie provides a beautifd 

demonstration of cyberspace's subversive capabilities. The fl ow of illegal Barbie images also 

provides an example of the stnicturally-differentiated mode of communication within 

cyberspace. 

In November 1997 publisher Christian Crumlish wrote a chronicle of events surrounding 

the legal action by Mattel and the responses by members of the Internet cornmunity. Cnunlish 

publishes an e-zine called Efitenone which is fieely available on the Intemet. E-zines, also 

4'6Christian C d i s h .  Meme Manifesto, www.ezone.org/xian/barbie/meme.html located 
February 1998. Other Web sites which hosts the Barbie Merne were found at 
kzsu.stanford.edu/-suprdave/meme.html; www.birdhouse.org/images/napier/barbie/mhorhrn 
(note rnissing "l" in cc.html"); www.distrito.com/usuarios/photog/barbie located Apnl 1 998. 



h o w n  as ezines, are micro-press magazines published in a variety of media, including photocopy 

and print, and electronicaily within cyberspace. C d s h ' s  chronicle of events, titled "The Daily 

Barbie" describes how several supporters of Mark Napier's Barbie artwork reproduced the 

disputed pictures on various Web sites?* Lee Reeves, a supporter who reproduced the disputed 

m o r k  on his own Web site, explained to C d i s h  why he created copies of material which 

may prove to be illegal, "1 fear that unless the Internet community stands together against 

censorship we may soon h d  watchful giants monitoring our every click.'"" This sentiment is 

highly typical of Intemet members involved in the dispute. Individuals see themselves engaged 

in a struggle with the Mattel Corporation over the definition of women's bodies, the values of 

consumer culture, and the nature of fiee speech. 

The dispute over Barbie in cyberspace is a cultural debate over the meaning of a widety- 

shared symbol, the image of Barbie, and its intended meaning. Cnunlish's comments on 

Mattel's lawsuits reveal a cultural debate over this symbol and also reveal that, among the 

contestants, the credibility of the legal system and the corporate monopoly on definitional control 

is at stake: 

If Barbie were a person, we would not be libelling or slanderi~g her, regardless of 
the fact that she'd no doubt be considered a public fi-pre. As a tradernark or 
copyright, as the intellectual propew of a corporate entity, she enjoys better 
protection against legitimate criticism and inquiry than would a human being! ... 1 

4'8Cnimlish. The Dai& Barbie, www.ezone.org/xian/barbie dated November 1 997, 
located February 1998. 

4291bid The phrase ccmonitoring our every click" is an Intemet phrase which means that 
'everything we look at on the Web will be subject to corporate approval.' Many individuals 
browse material on Web sites by using a computer rnouse to 'clicky on icons which then reveal 
M e r  texts and images. Within Internet discourse the phrase "watchful giants monitoring our 
every click" is similar in rneaning to the phrase "Big Brother is watching you." 



really think in some ways that al1 this constitutional talk about intellectual 
property is b.s. when the red issue is political: women's bodies, what can and 
cannot be said about them in the public ~ p h e r e . ~ ~ '  

Mattel's Chief Executive, Ji11 E. Baraad, naturdly maintains that definitional control over Barbie 

must rernain fïmdy in the hands of the corporation, "What 1 do in rny job, f is t  and foremosf is 

protect Barbie."43' 

The artist, Napier, sees himselfcaught up in a definitional stniggle with Mattel over the 

meaning of Barbie as a symbol, "It is perhaps not surprising that my site has corne under the 

scmtiny of Mattel. Their attack is grounded less in profit than on preserving a fiction of Barbie. 

Like any great symbol, her meaning must be preserved. If her meaning is distorted, she will 

cease to e?ù~t.''~" Napier has been painting images of Barbie since 1987. Perhaps it is not 

surprising that an artist should focus on a central cultural icon. Napier's own description of the 

meaning of Barbie reveds his awareness that the values of the economic system are at stake 

within this cultural debate: 

This is about the sacred cows of western culture. The golden idols. Not symbols 
of religious power, they are syrnbols of buying power, profit and revenue strearns. 
These are secular idols known in the corporate world simply as "cash cows." One 
such cow is called "Barbie." Idols of identity. Symbols representing the values 
and traditions of a consurneristic society ... Pick any icon. Barbie is a perfect 
subject for an inquiry into symbols. She is nearly ubiquitous, crosses international 
and religious borders. Slie is available to children and so is a part of their 
education and growth, and she is a product of the contemporary commercial 

jOlb id. 

"'Gellene. "Barbie Protesters Aren't Playing Around," 1. Baraad is the highest paid 
female executive in the U.S.' eaniing over $26 million U.S. in 1997. 

432Mark Napier. The Distorted Barbie, 
www.users.interpo~.net/-napier/barbie/barbie.html located Febmary 1 998. 



image making industry, in some ways &e same industry that produced the images 
of Ronald Reagan, Kate Moss, Nintendo and the Persian Gulf ~ a r ? ' ~  

Here we are clearly in the dornain of collective memory and a fierce cultural debate. At stake is 

Barbie's role in the socialization of young consumers' habits and desires. 

Barbie plays a very specific role within the econornic system and that role is the 

socialization of each new generation of consumers. The Manel Corporation is acutely aware of 

Barbie's role as the great programmer of Little consumers and profits handsornely fiorn the plastic 

princess of capitalism. Ji 1996 Matte! and Avon joined forces to introduce a line of Barbie lip 

balms, perfumes, shampoos, conditioners, bubble bath, and hand ~ r e a m s . ~ ~ ~  Their target market 

was girls age six to twelve in the United States, Canada, and various Latin American countries, 

with plans for expansion into Europe and Asia. Barbie's influence on consurners' buying 

patterns proved to be formidable. In 1996 Barbie generated an additional forty million dollars 

(US.) for Avon with expectations for increasing Avon's net sales by one hundred million 

an~ually?~' Mattel uses Barbie for much more than branding young girls' use of personal care 

products. During 1996 and 1997 Mattel launched a series of CD-ROM products and Barbies 

with little pink cornputers. Mattel knows that three million Amencan Barbie owners have access 

to corn pu ter^.^'^ Analysts within the computer industry are hoping that Barbie will lead fernale 

434 Reuters News. "Avon and Mattel to Sel1 Barbie Products," The New York Times, May 
2, 1997, Volume 146, D2. 

436~ohn Greenwald. "Barbie Boots Up: Mattel's New Chief 1s Using an Old Playmate to 
Get Girls as Hooked on Cornputers as Boys Are," Time, November 11, 1996, Volume 148, 
Number 22,48-50. 
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children to grow up into avid computer users and thus lead to a larger sales base?' Maitel CE0 

Barde suggests that Barbie will help young girls gain better access to the job market, "Equal tools 

means equal ~ ~ ~ o r t u n i t y . " " ~ ~  Given that the computer in the workplace is largely a sophisticated 

typewriter, socializing women for computer use may prove to be the equivalent of socializing 

women for entrmce into the 'pink collar ghetto' of underwaged employment. 

The Mattel Corporation exercises almost complete control over the representation of 

Barbie within mass media systems. This control is established through the legal system of 

international copyright and trademark law. Mattel is able to use the threat oflawsuits to control 

how its syn~bols are used. An example of this control is seen in Mattel's Iawsuit against Barb 

and Dan Miller, publishers of Miller 's, a magazine for Barbie collect~rs."~ Mattel wants 

editorial control over ~Miller's in the form of a licensing agreement and pre-publication review of 

the ~ontent.'''~ If the Ullers refuse to cooperate with Mattel's demand for editorial control the 

consequences under the law will prove severe. A Mattel lawyer has been quoted in Wired 

magazine as saying, "We want the Millers' house.'*' 

439 See Pink Anger Miovement, members.aol.com~pinkanger/index.html located February, 
1998. 

440Time, "Barbie's Bad Hair Day Has Collectors Seeing Pink," May 26, 1997, Volume 
149, Nurnber 2 1,62 

44 1 Steve Silberman. "Mattel's Latest: Cease-and-Desist Barbie," Wired, Online Edition, 
www.wired.com article dated October 28, 1997, located February 1998. 
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Cyberspace-based content challenges the dennitional control of corporations. My own 

research fiom January 1996 to April 1998 revealed dozens of redefined images of Barbie on 

multiple Web sites. These images included Barbie in bondage clothing, a semi-nude Barbie on a 

cross, a senes of photographs titled "The Lesbian Barbie," featuring nude Barbie dolls, satirical 

images of Barbie such as "Pregnant Teen Barbie," "Bag Lady Barbie," "Drug Addict Barbie," 

and "Street Walker Barbie," and Barbie copdating with a male doll-of-colour."' Withio 

cyberspace there also exists extensive Barbie satire in literary f01-m."~ The existence of such 

satire and redefmed Barbie images stands as a testimony of Mattel's inability to enforce 

comprehensive definitional control over representation of its symbols and their meaning within 

cyberspace. 

It would be easy to overstate cyberspace's evasion of the rule of law in this study of 

Mattel's Barbie doI1. During my research many of the redefined Barbie images were removed 

after the artists received cease-and-desist legal threats fiom Mattel's Iawyers. Often the artists 

place a scanned copy of the legd threat and their own reply on the Web in place of the redefined 

Barbie image or satincal text, These letters usually dispute Mattel's claims about fair use of 

copynghted property but recognize that the artist cannot afford an expensive legal battle. These 

issues can be seen in the following reply to Mattelys Iawyers from Steven K. Smith. 

Mr. Dunnegan 

"'See Appendix C for various Barbie images fiom the World Wide Web (page 301). 

443For example, see Jim Thames' "Barbie for the Nineties," Voo Duo Magazine: The MIT 
Journal of Humour, www.mit.edu~activities/voodoo/is764/barbieehtml located February 1 998. 



1 received your letter dated October 10, 1997 requesting me to remove 
items fiom my Internet site that include your client's copyrighted matenal today 
October 16, 1997. 

It is my opinion and I'm sure the opinion of most reasonable people who 
have visited the site that the page in question uses your client's copyrighted 
property in a purely satincal manner. As a parody, my site would be considered 
fair use of your client's copyrighted property. The site is neither obscene, 
disparaging or likely to cause confusion to Mattel's customers. 1 have had fans of 
your client's products state that they thought the site was clever, well thought out 
and very humorous. 

You state that "There c m  be no dispute that this page unlawfidly infringes 
Mattel's copyright". 1 disagree, it is my belief that my creation is protected fiee 
speech and that any court would also find in my favor. 

Kowever, 1 am not a stupid person. 1 redize that Mattel has much deeper 
pockets than 1 do and do not wish to be involved in a legal battle rcgardless the 
outcorne. I have removed the page at your request? 

One such redefined Barbie image which was forced off the Web by Mattel lawyers is "Barbie on 

the Cross" by Amencan artist Carol McCullough (see page 173). McCullough describes her art 

as a response to abuse and self censorship. 

Censorship for me is a life-long issue. When I was a srnail child 1 was abused by 
a trusted adult and family fiend: the minister o fow church. 1 was threatened with 
death and damnation to hell if 1 dared to even think about the incident. It affected 
my life in profound ways which 1 am oniy now, 33 years later, beginning to 
understand. Because of this, 1 censored myselfand especinUy my artwork. Now, 
as 1 have regained awareness of my past, 1 am able to remove the harsh 
internalized censor. I can now express my sou1 in my art, which is the highest 
form of beauty. Once 1 began this new journey of allowing my true beliefs, 
visions, horrors, pain, and ecstasy become externalized in the "real" world, 1 faced 
a new problem: censorship by others? 

"4Steven K. Smith. Letter to Mattel counsel, Mr. Dunnegan. 
mv,caldelta.com/main/barbie.htrnl located Mach 1998. 

"'Carol McCullough. "Censorship and My Artwork," 
www.maui.net/-mccuic/censored.html located March 1998. On viewing "Barbie on the Cross" 
in the Public Art Space in Madison, Wisconsin (1993), one individual said the following to die 
artist, Y have a rifle at home for people like you ... this is evil and you are evil" (fiid.). 



Figure #5 
Barbie on the Cross (1996). 

Reproduced with permission of Carol McCullough. 
Removed h m  the Web under legal threat fkom the Mattel Corporation, 1997. 

Image reappeared on the Web (1997) at www.wideawake.org/barbie.html without the permission 
of the artist or the Mattel Corporation, located April 1998. 



Typical of the 'virus effect' that cyberspace has upon content' McCullough's image, "Barbie on 

the Cross' reappeared in Andy Savage's Web site in defiance of Mattel's censorship actions? 

Artists do not always respond to Mattel's legal threats. Artist Ben Wade also received a 

cease-and-desist letter fkom Mattel on Janiuary 27, 1997 but the image, "Mistress Babs," 

remained on the Web, dong with Wade's reply to the Legal threat, ''1 like to make pretty pictures" 

(see image on page 177). 

Barbie's image and meaning is also contested within mass media. Popular songs such as 

"Barbie Girl" clearly challenge Mattel's projection of Barbie as a ' good ' girl. This Song by the 

Swedish group, Aqun, was released in September 1997 and immediately generated a Iawsuit fiom 

Mattel. Mattel did not Iike to hear 'Barbie' singing 

I'rn a Barbie girl - in a Barbie world - 
Life in plastic - it's fantastic. 
You can brush my hair - undress me everywhere. 
... 
I'm a blond bimbo girl in a fmtasy world, 
Dress me up - make it tight - I'm your dolly. 
.a. 

Kiss me here, touch me there - ha* panky. 

You can touch - you can play - 
If you Say - I'm always yours 
... 
Make me w d k  - make me talk - 
Do whatever you please, 
I c m  act like a star - 1 can beg on my knees."' 

446See h d y  Savage. "Barbie Do11 -- the Ultimate Fuck," 
www.wideawake.org/barbie.html located April 199 8. 

"'MCA Music Scandinavia. This Song was played fkquently over AM radio stations in 
North Amenca. 1 was intrigued to discover that rny seven-year-old niece, Lindsay Slade, could 
recite most of the lyrics to the Song. .. 



Figure #6 
Mistress Babs: Queen of A11 She Surveys (1996). 
Reproduced with permission of Benjamin Wade. 

Image is the subject of a legd threat fiom the Mattel Corporation, January 27, 1997. 
Located at www.nashville.net/-~1:chard~~11titled/wadehwa~.h.tm March 1998, 

(note missing "1" in what would normally read ''.hhnl"). 



MCA soived this dispute with Mattel by placing a disclaimer on the Aqua recording. The 

disclaimer denied that the Song referred to Mattel's Barbie. Here we see duelling corporate 

lawyers reach a compromise that protects their respective revenue stream and corporate ego."' 

Even within the economic system contradictory meanings do occur. 

While the assertion is beyond empirical proof, it appears that Mattel is more capable of 

enforcing its defbitional control over Barbie within mass media systems such as magazines, 

recordings, and commercial products, whereas Mattel is expenencing difficulty in enforcing 

definitional control in cyberspace. When Mattel wins a lawsuit the disputed material is no longer 

distributed within mass media. But wiSiin cyberspace a successfii Iawsuit (or threat of legal 

action) does not always eliminate the disputed material. Sometirnes contested material, such as 

Napier's Barbie artwork, simply migrates almost instantly to multiple locations on the Web. 

Whereas in mass media systems the contested use of Barbie is quickly suppressed, within 

cyberspace subversive Barbie syrnbols are a constant feature of the symbolic landscape. 

Mattel is quickly able to suppress redefined images of Barbie within mass media systems 

because these systems are structurally isolated. It is rare for material which violatrs a copyright 

to migrate fiom one print publisher to another. But cyberspace is an integrated, networked 

environment where millions of different Web sites are connected to each other. In 1997 the 

number of computers connected to the Lotemet exceeded 16 million."g This allows symbols to 

448~l so  see Daniel Frankel. "MCA Countersues Barbie and Ken," November 1 1, 1997, 
el  .eonline.com/News/Iterns/0,1,2069,00.html located April 1998. 

449Richard A. Cawley. ccInternet, Lies, and Telephony," Telecommunications Policy, 
Volume 2 1, Number 6, 1997, 5 13. This number has been doubling annuaily since 1 99 1. This 
number represents the number of hosts, which are computers with a specific Intemet Protocol 
address. The acnial number of comected computers and individuals far exceeds identifiable 
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80w throughout the global Web at near instmtaneous speed. This is why 1 define cyberspace as 

a structurally-differentiated mode of co~lll~lunicauon. Cyberspace can be described as 

'holographic.' Information and symbols act as ifthey are located not at any one place but at al1 

places at the same thne. This metaphor exemplifies why Mattel is incapable of suppressing every 

redefined image of Barbie in cyberspace. 

Here it is important to remember that cultural debates occw within dl media systems. 

Contradictory meanings and symbols flow throughout al1 of society. Thus we cm anticipate that 

any cultural debate which occurs in cyberspace will dso be represented in other areas of media 

culture such as pnnt and television. Cyberspace and mass media are both part of media culture 

and therefore exhibit the same social phenornenon at work in the suirounding cultural context. 

This is exactly the case with Mattel and the image of Barbie. Nonetheless, The Distorted Barbie 

of cyberspace demonstrates that Icternet members c m  reproduce disputed and illegal material 

faster than the legal system c m  respond to each case of reprodu~tion.~'~ 

Within cyberspace the meaning and image of Barbie subverts the definitional control of 

the Matter Corporation's mass media icon. Within mass media subverted Barbie symbols 

operate as isolated and occasional events. This is not the case with cyberspace's struchirally- 

differentiated mode of communication. Within cyberspace subverted Barbie symbols are a 

constant feature and are readily accessible to even novice users of the Internet. While it is 

hosts. 

"O~or m h e r  information see the collection of articles at the Web site Barbie Doll 
CoUeclNzg, Thursday, April 16, 1998, barbiedolls.tqn.comllibrary/rnvm/bI-mvm.h (note the 
rnissïng "1" on 136s ".htmm), and Ben Elgin, "Odine Barbie Hunt Draws Criticisrn," November 
26, 1997, www.2dnet.com/products/contents/articles/l997 1 1/np.mattel Iocated April 1998. 



impossible, perhaps, to quanti@ the degree to which cyberspace subverts the 'official' meanhg 

of Barbie it is nonetheless reasonable to conclude that such subversion is charactenstic of symbol 

flow wiîhirî cyberspace; that such subversion represents values held among Intemet members that 

contradict the values implicit within Mattel's interpretation of Barbie; and that Mattel's 

definitionai control over Barbie is severely lirnited within the domain of cyberspace. Whereas in 

mass media definitional subversion is isolated and ephemeral, in cyberspace definitional 

subversion is a constant and widespread feature of the 'holographie' symbolic Landscape. This 

structurally-differentiated mode of communication lias substantially disempowered the control 

normally exercised through the legal system. 

Mattel is not the only corporation faced with the impossibility of censorhg cyberspace. 

After the academic publisher, Routledge, forced professors at Oxford University to remove a 

translation of work by Ludwig Wittgenstein from the Internet, Routledge editors found that the 

very same text continued to appear on other scholars' Web sites who were unawve of the 

copyright action."" This is an example of the 'virus effect' of cyberspace's mode of 

communication. Within cyberspace illegal symbols and texts spread fiom Web site to Web site, 

mailbox to mailbox, and infect the symbolic landscape with subversive meanings and taboo- 

ridden values. 

4S'Ross Kerber. "Copyright Battles on the Web: From Elvis To Wittgenstein," 
Cornputers, Ethies, and Sociev, Second Edition, edited by M. David Ermann, Mary B. Williams, 
and Michele S. Shauf. (Oxford: Oxford Universiq Press, 1997), 228. My research into the 
failure of copyright and trademark law in the Mattel versus Napier case indicates that The 
Economisf magazine was altogether wrong when it informed business readers that the Intemet 
makes it easier for corporations to enforce their copyrights. Exactly the opposite is the case in 
the Napier example. See The Econornist, "Hands Off the Internet," J d y  5- 1 1, 1997, 1 5. 
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Media theonsts Jay G. Blumler and Michael Gurevitch make a bold point regarding the 

audience's response to mass media, "the study of mass communication as a social process 

without an adequately founded investigation of audience response is like a sexology that ignores 

the ~rgasm!"~" In a dissertation that seeks to dernonstrate the wired audience's ability to subvert 

the economic systemys defuiitional control system, Barbie provides the orgasm. The wired 

audience exists in a state unconstrained by direct élite dennitional control. Within the context of 

media culture, those who communicate through cyberspace, the wired audience, respond to the 

absence of definitional keedom in mass media by creating and disseminating their own preferred 

meanings within cyberspace. 

Douglas ciaims that symbols based on the human body express different social 

experiences.'" If the social situation is replicated in symbolic forms, then Barbieys symbolic 

form, ranging fiom Mattel's Barbie as a cleaning, cooking, sexy toy, to various artists' Barbie as 

a prostitute, lesbian, dmg addict, Christ-figure, and so forth, must represent widely-divergent 

social experiences. Barbie provides an example of how cyberspace7s syrnbol-flow allows for the 

unconstrained representation of social experience whereas mass media's syrnbol-flow represents 

social experience as ordered and constrained by the definitional system of the élite. The 

corporate Barbie of Mattel expresses the preferred pattern of social relations within the economic 

system -- the patriarchal, gender-based division of labour, and dramatizes the acquisition of 

consumer goods. The wired audience replicates these meanings within Barbie enthusiasts' Web 

"'Jay G. Blumler and Michael Gurevitch. "The Political Effects of Mass 
Communication," Czdtzwe, Society and the Media, edited by Michael Gurevitch, Tony Bennett, 
James Curran, and Janet Woollacott. (London: Methuen, 1982), 265. 

4 5 3 ~ o ~ g l a s .  NaturaZ Symbols, vii. 



sites, while sim~dtaneously subverting Mattel's Barbie with a wide variety of alternative 

meanings - dmgs, sex, poverty, inter-race sex, and subverted religious meanings such as Barbie 

nude on a cross. Such alternative meanings do occur in a variety of symbolic forms throughout 

mass media as in the case of the Aqzra Song "Barbie Girl." The cntical point here is that within 

cyberspace such meanings escape the censorship filter of the corporate defmitional system. 

Barbie in mass media is carehlly defmed by Mattel and so conforms to Douglas' observation 

that highly controlled symbolic behaviour expresses dl-embracing social constraints."" Within 

mass media, and with few exceptions, Barbie expresses only those meanings deemed acceptable 

by her corporate parent, Mattel. Douglas also notes that highly uncontrolled symbolic behaviour, 

the type of symbolic behaviour readily observable throughout cyberspace, is less taboo-ridden.455 

Indeed, in cyberspace Barbie's behaviour is barely constrained by taboos or her corporate 

parent.4ï6 

The contrasting symbol systems of mass media and cyberspace would be largely 

irrelevant if the symbolic order were merely an expression of the social order. However. the 

cultural theory of Douglas does not Say that symbolic order is an expression of the social order. 

Hers is a replication hypothesis, and according to her hypothesis syrnbols cany the power to 

4541bid., 99. Obviously, the economic systen is not entirely "dl-embracing" and thus 
value contradictions do occur even within mass media. 1 am not clairning that the econornic 
system and mass media establish a t ~ t a l i t ~ a n  'iron cage' of proscribed meanings. 

~456Cyberspace's subversion of Mattel's Barbie do11 appears to confirm Douglas' 
observation that the "scope of the body as a medium of expression is Iimited by controls exerted 
fiom the social system" (Ibid). In mass media the social system exerts considerable control over 
the representation of Barbie's body. In cyberspace Barbie's body is seen to be liberated, at least 
in certain instances, fiom the social system's definitional controls. 
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control a social order through the implicit assumptions which they repre~ent?~ The wired 

audience's subversion of Barbie is seen, therefore, as a reaction against the implicit assumptions 

of the economic system as embodied in mass media's constrained Barbie. A nude Barbie on a 

cross is a syrnbolic deconstruction of Mattel's plastic princess. Douglas describes this type of 

symbolic destruction of categories and their assumptions as a symbolic response to social life 

excessively stmctured by rules which would determine how individuals relate to each other."'' 

The corporate Barbie and females both exist within the economic system as highly detemiined in 

consumption patterns, acceptable roles, mating, and reproduction expectations. 

Barbie is a consumer good which is the object of globâlized m a s  consumption. 

According to Douglas, consurnption practices are a form of group communication which creates 

and maintains social relation~hi~s?' Barbie clearly provides a dominant symbol which is the 

focus of a cultural debate within media culture. Napier's redefined Barbies are a f o m  of ritual 

consumption and communication which challenge the dominant visible public definitions of 

"female" and women's roles within the economic system. Within the Internet there are hundreds 

of Web sites which praise Barbie, reproduce her image, and relate stories of how Barbie 

enthusiasts love and identify with this symbol. The Web site "Living Vicariously Through 

Barbie," constmcted by Barbie enthusiast hlelliot@maiibox.syr.edu, provides a typical hobbyist 

approach to the meaning of Barbie, 

4571bid., xiv. 

458fiid., mi. 

459Douglas. "Goods as a System of Communication," 25. 



Barbie was more than a do11 to me. She was a way of living: the Ideal Woman. 
When 1 played with her, 1 could make her do and be ANYTHING 1 wanted. 
Never before or since have I found such an ideal rnethod of living vicariously 
through anyone or anything. And I don? believe 1 am alone. 1 am certain that 
most people have, in fact, iived their dreams with Barbie as the role player. Boys 
and girls, men and women alike, know Barbie, and whether having played with 
her outright or secretiy as a closer Barbie lover, they have somehow utilized her in 
their irnaginati0n.4~~ 

The Mattel Corporation has not made any effort to suppress these benign 'hobbyist' uses of their 

plastic princess (thus far). From the perspzctive of cultural theory, Barbie artiçts and Barbie 

enthusiasts are using Barbie to make public judgements about how women are to be classified 

within the economic system. Clearly, a female semi-nude figure on a cross stands at odds with 

the dominant valuation of women within the Amencan economic and religious cultural ethos. 

As cattle provide a social idiom for some cultures, so Barbie provides the same role for others. 

Within consumer culture Barbie is 'good to think with' but the public representation of thoughts 

about Barbie is controlled through the Legal power of the economic system. Barbie provides an 

example of public meanings being both fixed and challenged through the implicit meanings 

embedded within the consumption activities of various groups of Barbie  user^."^' 

"60"~iving Vicariously Through Barbie," ziris.syr.edu/path/public - html/barbie/maùi.htrnl 
last updated 05/02/95 (apparently), located February 1998. 

"61Mattel's definitional struggle can also be seen in the death of Ken Handler, the son o f  
Ruth Handler and the namesake of Barbie's cornpanion, Ken doll. According to Ken Hander's 
nephew, Todd Segal, Ken was a closet homosexual who died of AIDS, '<the family tried to hide 
the facts about his death ... They were very concerned about the impact it would have on the Ken 
doll." Beauregard Houston-Montgomery . "Ken: The Do11 . . . the Myth: Sexuality, Plastic, and 
AIDS," Urban Desires, Volume 1, Issue 2, Janiuary/February 1995, 
desires.com/l.2/sex/docs/ken.html Iocated February 1998. 



185 

If subverted symbols within cyberspace represent the symbolic destniction of the values 

and assumptions of the economic system, if syrnbols exercise definitional power over the social 

order, and if cyberspace contains a wide range of symbols which contradict the assumptions of 

the economic systern, then cyberspace must be a symbolic expression of alternative social orders. 

How does a new social order arïse out of a new mode of communication when pollution beliefs 

and perceptual bias are at work in the maintenance of the economic system? I will r e m  to this 

issue of equating new symbol-flow with a new social order in Chapter SU;: Redefnirzg the Limils 

ro Thoughr in Media Czrlture. The following section explores another example of cyberspace as 

a structurally-differentiated mode of communication. Leaving Barbie laid bare in cyberspace 1 

will now expiore how Internet members worked together to remove the make-up fiom one of 

capitdism's favourite clowns. 

McDonaid's in Court and on the Web 

Between October 1989 and September 1990 the McDonald's Corporation sent 

undercover private investigators to infiltrate the civil rights and environmental group London 

~reen~eace? '  Based on the findings of these industrial spies McDonald's issued writs for libel 

462London Greenpeace has been active since the early 1970's and predates the better- 
known Greenpeace International. The two organizations are unconnected. "The McLibel Trial 
Story," www.rncspotlight.org!case/triaVstory.htm located February 1998. 



in 1990 against five members of London Greenpeace for responsibility in distributing a leaflet 

titled Whut '.s Wrong wiih McDonald S? The leaflet attacked "ahost all aspects of the 

[McDonald7s] corporation's business, accuskg them of exploithg children with advertising, 

promoting an unhealthy diet, exploiting their staff and being responsible for environmental 

damage and il1 treatment of ani~nals.~*~' Three of the five formally apologized but two 

individuals, Helen Steel and Dave Morris, decided to represent themselves. This was the k s t  

time that anyone went to court against McDonald's in a libel trial. Afier the defendants produced 

65 witness statements McDonaidYs responded by replacing its barrister w i t .  Richard Rampton 

Q.C., one of Bntain's top libel Iawyers whose reputcd fee is claimed to exceed £2,000 per day. 

The entire legal team cost over £6,000 per day. Meanwhile, fkiends of the defendants established 

the McLibel Support Campaign to generate media exposure, support, and financial assi~tance.~" 

bIcDonaldYs legal action lead to the longest and most expensive libel trial in Bntain's hi~tory.~~'  

The Economist magazine referred to the trial as "an expensive public relations disaster" back in 

1995, more than one year before the trial came to an end?6 By the close of the trial on Jdy  17, 

1996 there were more than 40,000 pages of documentary evidence and 20,000 pages of transcript 

testimony . 

464For an extensive overview of the McLibel trial, also see John Vidal's McLibel: Burger 
Culture on Trial, (New York: The New Press, 1997). 

4651ne Economist, "Big Mac's Folly," July 1, 1995, 62. It is estimated that the trial cost 
McDonaldYs 16 million dollars in fegal fees. 
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When the l a 1  came to an end Justice Bell d e d  that Helen and Dave had libelled 

McDonald's, but as the two defendants had proven many of the allegations, they would only owe 

half of the £60,000 claimed damages. The judge did find that the defendants had proven %at 

McDonald's "exploit children" with their advertising, faisely advertise their food as nuhitious, 

risk the health of their most regular, long term customers, are "culpabably responsible" for 

cruelty to animals, are "strongly antipathetic" to unions and pay their workers low ~ a g e s . ~ ~ ~  

Two days &er the verdict Helen and Dave were once again leafleting outside 

McDonald's. McDonald3s dropped tleir claim for damages and did not seek an injunction in 

what was probably a calculated public relations move. But the Corporation did remove Ed 

Rensi, dong with his s t a ,  as Chief Executive. Meanwhile, an estimated 400,000 leafletç were 

distrïbuted outside of 500 of McDondd7s 750 Great Britain stores."' The court case failed to 

stop the flow of lea£lets, created what may have been one of the greatest public relations 

disasters, M e r  encouraged solidarity protests around the world, and arguably increased the 

readership of the leaflet far beyond the efforts of a few isolated protesters. 

This trial, referred to as McLibel by the world press, provides an example of an intense 

cultural debate within media culture over the value's implicit within a central symbol of the 

economic systern, the global chah  of McDonaldYs restaurants. n e  following will explore the 

debate over the meaning of McDoaald's as a symbol and reveai how cyberspace was and is used 

467'c~he McLibel Trial Story," www.rncspotlight.org/~ase/~a1/story.html located February 
1998. 
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to contest the values of the economic systern in a manner simply not possible under the structural 

constraints of mass media, 

The focus of this analysis is on the McSpoflight Web site which was launched on 

February 16,1996. By February 1998 the McSpotlight Web site contained the entire 800-page 

judgement of Justice Roger Beli, the officiai summary of the verdict as read in court by Bell (45 

pages), the entire official court transcripts (over 20,000 pages), the closing submissions from 

plaintiff and defendants, daily reports of the closing speeches, over 90 witness statements, 

company publications, scientific reports, newspaper articles, transcripts of television and radio 

interviews, internai company memos, a 53-minute video docurnentary, complete with sound, 

titled McLibel: Two Worlds Collide, copies of the onginal What S Wrong With McDonald's 

leaflet, ready for pnnting in over a dozen Ianguages, and much more. The McSpotlight Web site 

was created by the Mclnforrnation Neiwork, a tearn of sixty volunteers in twenptwo countries 

on four continents. The 21,000 files, approximately 120 megabytes of data, on the Netherlands 

master Web site is rnirrored in Australian, N-ew Zealand, Finland and the United States. As with 

the Disforted Barbie Web site it is also possible to duplicate this site anywhere on the World 

Wide Web free of charge. An estimated audience of seven million individuais had accessed the 

Web site by April 1997.'69 Here McSpotlighr provides another example of cyberspace as a 

stmcturally-differentiated mode of communication and demonstrates how cyberspace subverts 

corporate definitional control and evades the d e  of kw. 

469Val Hemessy. "The Bun Fight that Won't Go Away," Daily Mail, April26, 1997,28. 



The Mclnformaiion Network has atternpted to provide full documentation of the libel trial 

fiom both sides of the dispute. The creators of the Web site give the followhg reasons for 

to support the heroic efforts of campaigners around the world attempting to 
expose the realities behind the glossy public images of multi-national 
corporations; to show McDonald's and the world that legal action and bullying by 
big business in an attempt to censor and silence critics (as in the McLibel trial) 
will not be accepted, and to show that such attempts can only fail now that the 
Internet provides an open and uncensored forum for the public; to demonstrate to 
orher progressive campaigners that the Intemet provides a new forum that need 
not rely on the attention of the traditional media - which invariably fails to fully 
cover progressive campaigns. Utimately however, we hope that people wiU 
question and challenge the entire system which puts profits before people, nature 
and the environment and organise now in order to seek better alternatives.'" 

Compared to the high costs of mass media systems, the iMcSpotlight Web site, arguably the most 

sophisticated, widely seen, and effective Web protest model, was created and is maintained by 

volunteers at very Iow cost witli donations and hnd-raising covering the hard costs of equipment 

and telephone Linz rentd?" 

As with Barbie, McDonald7s provides a central symbol of the values implicit within the 

economic system. Members of London Greenpeace target McDonald's because of its role in 

CC symbolizing everything they considered wrong with the prevailing corporate ~nentality."~~ 

Defendant Dave Moms described the McLibel trial as a "public investigation into the inner 

470 McSpotlighl Frequently Asked Quesrions, www.enviroluik.org Version 3 ,  June 1997, 

tocated February 1998. 



workings of a corporation which symbolizes a whole economic ~ystem.'*~ Within contemporary 

society, McDonaldYs provided the volunteers of the McInformation Network with a dominant 

symbolic representation of the values irnplicit within the economic ~ystern.~~'  The Network 

provides the following explmation of why McDondd7s became the target of their coilective, 

global protest: 

McDonaidYs was 'singled out' because, despite an annual global advertising 
budget of around $2 billion dollars, they have made every effort to stifie public 
criticism -- fkom campaigners to trade unions, disgruntled workers to customers, 
and from the media ... Another key reason that McDonald's has been singled out 
is that, because of the nature of the food industry, they corne under criticisrn from 
many different campaignhg groups - nu&itionists, environmentalists, trade 
unionists, animal welfare campaigners and so on. In this way, they symbolise a 
wide range of different injustices, abuses and exploitations that are prevalent in 
the modem world ... They have also pioneered many business practices that have 
been taken up by others, and have corne to represent a symbol of the way that 
society is going -- 'McD~naldisat ion~.~~~ 

This interpretation of the symbolics of McDonaldYs naturally differs greatly fiom the 

Corporation's own self-definition. 

McDona.ldY s presents itself as a corporation with a community-loving conscience. Their 

corporate Web site explains how they suppoa sick children, protect the environment, fund 

education, and promote l1ea1th.J~~ The McSporlight Web site disputes most of these claims. The 

Corporation which projects this set of values is a substantiai economic force, serving more than 

4740n McDonald's and the values of modem capitalism, see George Ritzer. The 
McDonaZization of Sotie@: An Investigation into the Changrgrng Churncter of Conremporary Life, 
(London: Pine Forge Press, 1996). 

475McSpotlight Frequently Asked Questions, www.mcspotlight.org. 

""McDonald's Web site, www.mcdonalds.com located February 1998. 



3 8 million customers each day through 23,500 restaurants in 109 countries and generating 33.6 

billion US. dollars in 1997 systemwide sales? The Corporation is the world's largest 

purchaser of beef. Throughout 1997 the Corporation added 2,110 restaurants, one every four 

hours, of which 85 percent were located outside the 

The self-definition of the Corporation is exactly the opposite of the definition of 

McDonald's as found in the McSpotlight Web site. The leaflet Whatls Wrong with McDonald's? 

describes the symbolic meaning of the Corporation in the following terms: 

McDonald's spend over $1.8 billion every year worldwide on advertising and 
promotions, trying to cultivate an image of being a 'caring' and 'green' Company 
that is also a fun place to eat. But behind the srniling face of Ronald McDonald 
lies the reality - McDonaldys only interest is money, making profits £tom 
whoever and whatever they cm_ just like d l  multinational companies. 
McDonald's Annual Reports talk of 'Global Domination' -- they aim to open 
more and more stores across the globe -- but their continual worldwide expansion 
means more uniformity, less choice and the underminhg of local comrnunities ... 
McDonald's promote their food as 'nutritious', but the reality is that it is junk 
food -- high in fat, sugar and sdt, and Iow in fibre and vitamins ... McDonald's 
have at last been forced to admit to using beef reared on ex-raidorest land, 
preventing its regeneration ... Every year McDonaldys use thousands of tons of 
unnecessary packaging, most of which ends up littering our streets or polluting the 
land ... The menus of the burger chahs are based on the torture and murder of 
millions of anirnals ... Together we c m  fight back against the institutions and the 
people in power who dorninate our lives and our planet, and we can create a better 
society without e~ploitation."~ 

'McDonddYs, as with Barbie, plays a role in socializing the consumption patterns of 

young clGldren. The Corporation's confidentid Operations Manual describes the symboiic 

"'fi id. 

478 Ib id. 

J 7 9 ~ ~ ~ p o f l i g h t  Web site, www.mcspotlight.org. 



relationship between the meaning of the Corporation's symbol, Ronald McDonald, and children; 

"Ronald loves McDonald's and McDonald's food and so do children because they love Ronald. 

Remember, children exert a phenomenal influence when it cornes to restaurant selection. This 

means you should do everything you can to apped to children's love for Ronald and 

As with Mattel, the McDonald's Corporation has failed to control the meaning of its 

symbols within cyberspace. The iMcSpotlight Web site has been duplicated around the globe, the 

Ieafiet continues to be distributed through cyberspace, the Web site itself has become a minor 

media phenornenon, and it symbolizes the Intemet community's ability to evade definitional 

control by the economic system. The Web site also provides a clear demonstration of 

cyberspace's structurally-differentiated nature. The Web site has been seen by millions of 

readers, making it a mass media system. It also exists apart from the economic constraints of 

traditional m a s  media systerns. The site alIows for the global dissemination of massive amounts 

of text at a h o s t  zero cost, which no other media system is structurally capable of doing. As in 

the case of The Distorted Barbie Web site, McSpotZight lias also evaded the rule of law. The 

creators of the Web site foresee possible legal action against the site and provide the following 

explanation of why it will evade corporate censorship: 

The nature of the Internet makes successfil censorship very diEcult The 
McInformation Network has taken a number of steps to foil any attempt at 
shuttïng McSpotlight down. The semer that hosts the master site is located in the 
Netherlands where it is believed pressure on the host will be greatly resisted. 
Duplicates of the entire site (mirrors) are located in a varïev of different 
countries, including the U.S. If any one of those is shut down, other hosts have 
already pledged to provide replacement servers. McSpotlight provides a 

480"~he McLibel T d  Story," www.mcspotlight.org/case/trial/story.htm March 1998. 



downloadable, compressed 'kit7 of the site so that people c m  keep their own 
personal copy of the information. Any attempt to shut d o m  McSpotlight would 
result in massive media attention and outrage by the Intemet community and 
concemed people everywhere ... McDonald's, or any of the other companies 
exposed by McSpotlight, might be tempted to use legal action against individual 
volunteers of the Mculformation Network. Even if their Legai action was 
successful, it wodd not help them in their attempts to silence McSpotLight skice 
no individual or group of individuals are central to the running of the site. Better 
still, the publicity for McSpotlight would be highly beneficial to our cause, and 
the bad publicity for the company involved would make such action highly 
foolish. There are many McInformation Network volunteers who would dearly 
love the oppominity to M e r  expose the mth about McDonald's or other 
companies in court -- but we doubt that any company would be stupid enough to 
provide the chance.481 

Although the future remains unwritten, at present the McSpotlight Web site appears to be far 

beyond the reach of corporate definitional control. 

Within the economic system religion plays a socialking role and also generates 

substantid revenues. The next case study of definitional subversion in cyberspace examines how 

the d e  of Law failed to protect the Church of Scientology's literary property fiom massive 

duplication withui the Intemet's Web. 

The Church of Scientology: Sacred Texts Versus Sacred Values 

The Church of Scientology was founded by the late science fiction novelist L. Ron 

Hubbard in 1952. Between 1994 and 1998 the Church has been involved in numerous lawsuits 

against Internet providers (companies that sel1 access to the Internet) and individual Internet 

481 McSpotiighr Web site. 



users.J8' Some Intemet members see the Church's action as an attack against a core value of 

cyberspace -- fieedom of speech. Internet member Ron Newman descnbes this cultural debate 

on his own Web site in the following tems, "The Church of Scientology is a religious cult which 

has unwisely decided to declare war against the Usenet and Internet communities. Since 

Decernber of 1994, this Church and its followers have committed numerous acts that are hostile 

to the spirit of Eee speech on the Net.'7483 In 1994 secret and sacred wntings of the church, 

known as the Operaring Thetan texts, ended up on the Internet and remained in cyberspace 

despite extensive litigation on the church's behalf. This case reveals the same cyberspace media- 

effect as was seen cvith Barbie images on the Web. In both cases, disputed material moved 

through Web sites faster than the legal process which was at work attempting to suppress the 

content. An Associated Press news item describes the dispute between Intemet members and the 

Church of Scientology as 

the best exampIe of the Internet as a self-regulating anarchy: When the church 
made ample use of the U.S. legal system to stop the illegai postiog of its copyright 
rnaterials, Internet users countered with hit-and-run online networks to spread 
information faster than the church could file suitdg4 

This third case study will once again demonstrate that the rule of law does not fùlly extend into 

cyberspace and that this unique medium is stnicturally-differentiated from traditional mass media 

systems. 

"For an index of lawsuits see Ron Newman's Web site, The Chzirch of Scienfology vs. 
The Net, www2. thec ia .ne t /use r s /mewman/sc ien to Iog  Usenet is an Internet 
technology which enables group communication via e-mail. 

4"~lizabeth Weise. "Cyberspace's Vietnam," Associated Press, July 2 1, 1996. Online at 
www2.thecia.net/users/rne~i11Uscientology/mediap-7.2 1.96. 



Late in 1994, Demis Erlich, a former Scientology rninister, copied 154 pages of 

copyrighted and secret church documenrs onto the ~nternet?~ This material included 65 pages of 

the ûpernting Thetan sacred text. The church charges parishioners deemed spiritudly and 

ethically fit tens of thousands of dollars to see and study these sacred texts, and thereby "derives 

signincant revenue" fkom their use? The following is an excerpt fiorn these texts as found on 

îhe Web. 

The head of the Galactic Federation ... solved overpopulation ... by mass 
implanting. He caused people to be brought to Teegeeack @arthl and put an H- 
Bomb on die principal volcanos ... and then the Pacific area ones were taken in 
boxes to Hawaii and the Atlantic area ones to Las Palmas and there "packaged." 
His name was Xenu, He used renegades. Various misleading data by rneans of 
circuits etc. was placed in the implants. When through with his crime loyal 
officers ... captured hirn after six years of battle and put him in an electronic 
mountain trap where he still is. "They" are gone. The place [Confederation] has 
since beîn a desert. The length and brutality of it al1 was such that this 
Codederation never recovered. The implant is calculated to kill ... anyone who 
acternpts to solve it. This liability has been dispensed with by my tech 
development ... In December 1967 1 knew someone had to take the plunge. 1 did 
and emerged very knocked out, but alive. Probably the only one ever to do so in 
75,000,000 years. 1 have aII the data now, but only that given here is needfiil. 
One's body is a mass of individual thetans stuck to oneself or to the body ... 487 

*"The following account of events is based upon Alison Frankel's "Making Law, Making 
Enemies," The Amer- Lauyer, March 1996, online at 
~~r~v2.thecia.net/users/rne~r1~ldscientologylmedialamla~er-3 .B.html located April 1998. Also 
see Wendy M. Grossman. ccAlt.scientology.war," Wired, O n h e  edition, 3.2 2. 
www.wired.com/wired/3.12/features/alt.scientolo.w.h; David G. Post. "New World 
War," Renson Online, Apnl 1996, www.reasonmag.com/96û4/Fe.P0ST.textxthtmi; Wendy M. 
Grossman. 'Chapter 6: Copyright Terrorists," net. wars, www.nyupress.nye.edu/netwars; and 
Jim Lippard and Jeff Jacobsen. "Scientology v. The Intemet: Free Speech and Copyright 
M n g e m e n t  on the Monnation Super-Highway," Skeptic, Volume 3, Number 3, 1995,35-41, 
ww.skeptic.com/03.3 .j 1-j-scientology .html. 

486Frankel. "Making Law, Making Enernies." 

4870~  III Coursq summar y and cornments, www.xs4all.d-kspaink/fishman/ot3 .html, 
located February 1998. 
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When this case went to US. federal court in San Jose in early 1995, lawyers argued that the 

survival of the church was at stake in the protection of their copyright, 'The plan is to take those 

[secret] upper-level materials and expose them before their time and before people are ready, so 

as to ridicule and demean the Church of Scientology ... The intention [is] to wipe out the religion 

by stlangling it financially and destroying its right~.'"~~ 

As with the McLibel incident, the church's actions stmck many Intemet members as an 

attack on the core value of cyberspace -- fieedom of speech. As one Internet activist, Ron 

Newman, explained, it was a battle of sacred property rights versus sacred speech rights, ''A lot 

of us hold the Net to be sacred in the same way they hold the Operating Thetan materids to be 

sacred. To some of us, preserving the Net for free speech is more important than anything in the 

fiee ~ o r l d . " ' ~ ~  AS a result of the church's legal actions against Erlich and others, Internet 

members in numerous countries began posting copyrighted church documents in literally 

hundreds of Web sites and online discussion groups. In one instance Dutch Internet providers 

posted copyrighted church documents to one hundred different locations in a challenge to the 

church' s litigation activities. 

In the San Jose tnd,  federal Judge Ronald Whyte d e d  that Erlich had not made fair use 

of the copyrighted church materials. But it was too late, "Because the church's tactics provoked 

such apparently widespread posting of Operating Thetan materials, the documents are in the 

488~rankel. "Making Law, Making Enernies." *A 

489fiid. 
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hands of an unknown number of netizens with a virulent animosity toward the church and ... a 

proven willingness to flout copyright l a ~ s . " ~ ~ ~  

The size and scope of cyberspace-based documentation regarding the Church of 

Scientology7s Litigation activities against Internet users is quite remarkable. The Yahoo Intemet 

directory (www.yahoo.com) maintains an incomplete index of these Web sites under the subject 

hierarchy So cieîy and Cultzire: Religion: Faiths und Practices: Scientology : Opposing Vie ws: 

Scientology Copyright Controversy. In April 1998 this index listed 11 Web sites containing 

substantial amounts of documentation from both sides of the di~pute?~' 

One of the more extensive aoti-Scientology Web sites is maintained by David S. 

Touretzky, a Senior Research Scienrist at the Cornputer Science Department and Center for the 

Neural Basis of Cognition? Carnegie Mellon University? Touretzky describes the purpose of 

"gofiid One of the most extensive documentations of this and related Litigation activity of 
the church against Internet members is maintained by David S. Touretzky at the Carnegie Mellon 
University Web site, www.cs.cmu.edu/-dst/nots/index.html located Febmary 1998. Also see 
Ron Newman's Web site, The Church of Scientology vs. The Net, 
www2.thecia.net~users/me~1llan/scientolo~; "Scientology on the Internet," 
FAClWet, www.factnet.org/Scientology/scioternet.hûn (note missing "1" on the ".htrn7') located 
April 1998; and Operution Clumbake, home.sol.no/-spirous/CoS/index2.hbml located A p d  
1998. 

J 9 ' ~ l s o  see the Web document "The War between Scientology and the Internet" (author 
unknown) which describes the contents of various anti-Scientology Web sites, 
www.tiac.net/users/modemac/cos2.htmi located April 1998. 

49'See The NOTs Scholars Home Page (Scientology), www.cs.crnu.edul-dstMOTs and 
Church of Scientology International v. Fishman and Geertz, www.cs.cmu.edd-dstlFishman, 
both located Apnl 1998. 
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his Web site as the promotion of the scholarly study of Scientology documents as both religious 

literature and historical te~ts."~' 

The Intemet community's use of cyberspace to document the Church of Scientology's 

litigation activites and tactics provides a demonstration of how the social use of cyberspace is 

vastly different fkom the social use of mass media. Two examples will demonstrate the reflexive 

nature of the social use of cyberspace. On February 13, 1995 Scientology lawyers and Federal 

marshais entered the home of Dennis Erlich and seized his computer equipment and personai 

files. At that time Ronald Rashleigh-Berry made a video of the search and seizure. Now this 

video is available for viewing on the ~ e b . 4 ' ~  Another Web site, Sciento[ogvJs Private 

Investigators provides extensive information on and numerous photographs of the Church of 

Scientology's "lead pnvate investigator" and other private investigators hired by the ChurchPg5 

While not necessarily insignificant in their effect, these two Web sites are examples of how 

cyberspace provides a tool for communicating information and events within media culture in a 

manner which is not possible through mass media systems. The average Internet user wodd not 

be able to use mass media systems to archive and disseminate this type of information at such 

low costs. 

"'lbid. Touretzky is particulacly interested in Scientology's view of the structure of the 
mind, how Scientology theology compares with belief in demonic possession and exorcism, and 
how Scientology expresses a health care system. 

"%ee www.hotel.wineasy.se/xernu/video located April 1 998. 

'%ee Scienîology 's Private Imstigaîors, m.primenet.coml-lippard/pis.hhnl Iocated 
April 1998. 



What the anti-Scientology movement on the Internet reveals about the medium is its 

tremendous reflexivity, or the feedback which it enables through its archival capability. 

Photographs, movies, newspaper articles (including an entire speciai isue of Tirne magazine), 

legal documents, leaked Church documents, persona1 accounts, and entire books regarding 

Scientology and the Intemet are available via the World Wide Web.ig6 

The Church of Scientology directiy addresses the attack by various Intemet members on 

the status of its sacred texts as private property in the Church's publication, Freedom Magazine. 

A 1996 online issue states that the "lntemet's promise is ternpered by perds ... an unscrupulous 

few fumish it with a dark side: pnvacy invasions, lawlessness, intolerance and thefi. They could 

ruin cyberspace for e ~ e r ~ b o d ~ . ' " ~ '  One Scientology writer cornplains that cybenpace provides 

"imrnunity Eom the legal and ethical constraints" which control content ownership within 

traditional (élite-owned) mass media s y s t e r n ~ . ~ ~ ~  The author correctly observes that by massive 

duplication of privately-owned content within cyberspace, "pirates exploit such systems to get 

away with lawless conduct which they never could get away with outside the cyberworld ... 

There is a growing problem of pirates obtaining copyrighted works and then posting them on the 

Intemet themselves, seeking to undermine the copyright protections and underhandedly "dump" 

496See, for example, Richard Behar. "Scientology: The Cult of Greed," Tirne, May 6, 
1 99 1, online @ro bably illegally) at home.so l.no/-spirous/CorS/achive/time9 1 0605 .html located 
April1998. 

4g7Freedo~ Magazine, Volume 27, Issue 4, 1996, 
www.fieedommag.org!english/vo12704/index.h (note missing "1" in ".htmlm), located April 
1998. 

498Aron C. Mason. "Hijackers on the Information Superhighway," Freedom Maguzine, 
Volume 27, Number 4, 1996, www.fieedommag.org/english/vo12704/hijack.h (note missing 
"1" in ".html"), located A p d  1998. 
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the protected work into the public d ~ r n a i n . ' ~ ~ ~  Thus it is clear that members of the Church are 

highly aware of the culturd debate in which the Church is entangled, and clearly favour the 

enforcement of existing laws as the Church faces the erosion of its own private property, its 

secret and sacred texts, within cyberspace. As an institution, the Church gives every indication 

that it is aware that cyberspace potentially undermines its mode of operation and its revenue 

slrearn, both of which are centered upon secret sacred texts and th& status as pnvate prope*. 

Although these three cases are too srnaIl a sarnple 5om which to generake safely, these 

case studies nonetheless point to an intriguing dynamic which may be emerging within the 

cyberspace comrnunity. in al1 three cases, the corporations attempted to protect their 

contentlproperty rights under law and found that members of the uitemet organized and fought to 

keep and fuaher disseminate the disputed information on the Net. Barbie images, anti- 

McDonald's tracts, and secret Scientology texts became more numerous in cyberspace and more 

prominent in media culture as a response to the values of one social system (mass media) being 

forced upon group members of another social system (cyberspace). A common assumption often 

seen in written literature is that cyberspace will eventually become a major extension of mass 

media and the marketplace. Yet cyberspace rnay prove to be the foundation of a social order 

hostile towards concepts fundamental to the economic system, such as the concept of private 

property. There is no necessity to the belief that cyberspace will eventually adopt the value 

system at work within the marketplace. 

As with McDonald's, the Church of Scientology used the r d e  of law in an attempt to 

exercise definitional control over how they are perceived. As a result of cyberspace's 
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stnicturally-differentiated characier, the church's appeal to law and property rights failed. As 

with the McLibel incident and the Napier Barbie art, the very attempt to exercise legal rights lead 

to a negative and organized response within the Internet. Once again, the attempt to control 

dennitional information within the Intemet lead directly to a confrontation and the massive 

duplication of the matend. Both church and corporation attempted to apply values protected 

under the law, values reflected in property rights and protection fiom defamation, but found that 

these values are not necessarily representative of Intemet mernber values or, at least, are 

superseded by a more widely-shared value within cyberspace - unconstrained fieedorn of speech. 



Summary 

The Barbie, McDonaldYs, and Scientology case studies provide examples of how 

cyberspace is structurally-differentiated fiom state- and corporate-owned mass media systems 

and demonstrate that cyberspace's syrnbol-flow does subvert the definitional control of 

traditional mass media systems. The structural differentiation arises out of cyberspace's 

fol10 wing characteristics : 

1. Production Costs - It is possible for volunteers to operate a low-cost Web site, such as 

McLibel, which reaches millions of viewers. Within mass media systems such audience reach 

usually is only attained at substantial cost. 

2. Rule of Law - Content within cyberspace often evades the d e  of law in matters of 

copyright, trademark, and libel. This is due to the medium's highly distributed and highly 

intercomected nature. Symbols move throughout the medium faster than the legal process. The 

international nature of cyberspace also confiants a lack of hamonization within the legal 

system.'OO 

9 
3. Ownership - Whereas mass media systems are owned by a tiny minority of corporate 

conglomerates, no one individual or corporation owns the hfkastnicture of cyberspace. This is 

due to its distributed design which ensures that, ifa majonty of Intemet hosts were destroyed, 

500An example of the lack of global harmonization of laws which wodd control 
cyberspace-based content was seen during the 1993 Karla Homolka trial in Ontario, Canada. 
After a judge banned the publication of triai details in the Canadian press, Canadian Internet 
users simply accessed banned U.S. media reports via the Net, "The ban has made the Canadian 
judiciary an object of ridicule. The court has, in effect, created two groups of Canadians -- those 
who rely on the press and therefore don? get the whole story (the infopoor) and those who, 
througii the Intemet, get to read ail of the news, including that which the govemment doesn't 
want them to see (the inforich)" Michael Strangelove. "An Electronic End to Censorship," 34. 



cornrnunication would continue through the remaining hosts. As the system uses multiple 

cornputer operating systems and multiple transmission Links (satellite, copper, and fibre), global 

cornpetition has thus far prevented any majority ownership which could translate into content 

control within cyberspace. 

Productions costs, the failure of law, and the distributed nature of ownership within 

cyberspace together characteriz it as stmcturally-differentiated fiom mass media. This 

differentiation provides the foundation for cyberspace's subversion of definitionai control which, 

from an anthropological perspective of world-making, is the key distinguishing characteristic of 

this novel medium. 

Production costs, nile of law, and ownership al1 reinforce the monopolization of 

definitionai control in the hmds of the wealthy dite. The élite do not have recouse to these 

constraints within the realm of cyberspace and therefore can be said to lose defmitional control 

among the wired audience. Redefied Barbies, anti-McDonaid's tracts, and rogue Scientology 

sacred texts along with extensive negative discussion and commentary in d l  three areas, provide 

ample demonstration that money and law, fwo primary resources of the élite, fail to confront 

subverted meanings and symbol-flow within cyberspace. The fust iwo of these case studies 

provide an example of a direct challenge to values embedded in the economic system, while the 

thùd c o ~ o n t s  the econornic foundation of a religious system while simultaneously d icul ing  its 

sacred texts. These case studies provide an example of how the very young medium of 

cyberspace subveas the values implicit within the economic system. Values swounding 

fieedom of expression and property ownership appear to be the constant theme in these three 

cases of definitional subversion. The hypothesis that cyberspace subverts the definitional control 



which the economic system exercises through mass media is amply demonstrated in these 

emerging dynamics and can be foreseen to grow in effect unless cyberspace undergoes a dramatic 

transformation in its distributed nature and dernocratized content production capabilities. 

Cyberspace provides a stark contrast to the sealed, monopolistic definitional system of the 

global econorny. Unlüce mass media, cyberspace lacks tightly sealed boundaries. Although the 

wired individuals who use cyberspace are situated within media culture, nonetheless, we can see 

that the content and communications which flow within cyberspace are the representations of 

millions of individuals unfettered by direcr conh-OZ of the owners and producers of mass media- 

One could speculate that it is this new abiiity to produce content and interact direct@ with one 

another fiee from this limitation which makes cyberspace such a widespread phenomenon within 

media culture. The Economist magazine arrived at a similar conclusion when it suggested that 

the Intemet's explosive growth rate, doubling in size every y e a  since 1988, is because "it filled 

unmet need~."~*' Certainiy, mass media systems deprive the audience of feedback and content 

production capabilities, capabilities which are the defuitive characteristics of the Net. 

Cyberspace can be defined as an un-bounded symbolic system which mediates an 

extreme muitiplicity of symbol-sets. Whereas mass media can be thought of as embodying a 

dominant cosrnology, the cosmology of the economic system, cyberspace mediates a potentially 

" ' ~ h e  Economist, 'The Intemet," July 1, 1995, 3. 



unlimited number of cosmologies. As a definitional Iliformation system cyberspace is the 

inverse of mass media."' 

'''For an ovewiew of current studies in this area, see Communication and Cyberspace: 
Social Interaction in an EZectronic Environment, edited by  Lance Strate and Ronald Jacobson. 
(Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press, 1996). 



Chapter Six: Redefining the Limits to Thought within Media 
Culture 

1 have argued that mass media enables the economic system to exercise substantial 

definitional control over the social order of media culture and that cyberspace subverts this 

definitional control through its larply unconstrained flow of symbols. In this final chapter I will 

explore how the structurally-differentiated syrnbol-flow within cyberspace can be described as 

r e d e f d g  the limits to thought within media culture. The b a i s  of my argument is 

straightfonvard: mass media constrained the flow of symbols within media culture and thus 

constrained the audience's world-making capabilities. Cyberspace's symbol-flow is substantially 

less constrained and therefore presents the individual and group's imaginative world-making 

with a wider range of symbols and social possibilities. Collective memory will serve to explain 

why a change in the available symbols, which here is seen to &se out of the structural change in 

symbol-flow, leads to change in the social order. 

This chapter wili address issues which ariseout of cyberspace's structuraily-differentiated 

mode of communication- By way of introduction 1 will examine the failure within much of 

media cnticism to confront directly the gross irnbalance of media ownership and suggest that this 

failure contributes to a widespread fallacy which daims that liberation fiom media effects will be 

found in better media pedagogy. 1 will then argue that cyberspace's structurally-differentiated 

charactenstics establish it as a pnmary site of stniggle over definitional control within media 

culture. In the section "How Cyberspace-Based S ymbol-Sets Change the Social Order" (page 

218) 1 will present Douglas' argument that the cohesiveness of the social order is dependent upon 

how constrained or unconstrauied the symboiic system is. Douglas describes social change as 
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related to structural change in symbolic systems. I have argued that cyberspace is a structurai 

change in the nature of symbol-flow within the symbolic system. This allows me to conclude 

that cyberspace's unconstrained flow of symbols necessarily entails change in the social order. 

To establish M e r  the structural differentiation of cyberspace and its impiied redefïnition of the 

limits to thought 1 have argued that cyberspace subveas the d e  of Zaw. Artisticaily-redefined 

Barbies, the diffusion of multilingud anti-McDonald's leaflets, and the mass distribution of the 

Church of Scientology's private literary propew al1 indicated that law fails to establish fiil1 

control over content/property and related matters of ownership, such as tradernark law, within 

cyberspace. This failure of law within cyberspace will be seen as indicative of the possibility of 

change within the social order of media culture. 

Cyberspace contains contradictory social forces which also need to be addressed. 

Cyberspace as a mechanism for surveillance and as a propaganda and disinformation vehicle will 

be examined. 1 will argue that neither of these certain future (and present) uses of cyberspace 

diminish the probable social ei3ects of unconstrained symbol-flow. 

The concept of reflexivity (feedback) will also be explored. 1 will argue that mass 

media's controlled symbol-flow, which is equivalent to controlled feedback, limited the rate of 

change and ensured the reproduction of the economic system. Cyberspace will be described as 

increasing feedback and unpredictable change within contemporary society undergoing 

globalization. 

Cyberspace is not the o d y  instance of a stnictu~ally-differentiated mode of 

communication which Ieads to change in the social order. By way of exploring the possible 

implications of cyberspace's new mode of symbol-flow this chapter briefly explores points of 



cornparison between cyberspace and the structure of information-flow arising out of the 

invention of the Gutenberg press. 

Finally, this chapter will explore how the experience of anthropologist Marie-Française 

Guédon arnong the Dene revealed a technology of collective mernory which has structural 

characteristics similar to cyberspace's Iargely uncensored and unconstmined symbol-flow. I will 

explore how her description of a culturally distinct mode of communication and socialization 

may M e r  explain how cyberspace heralds a redefinition of thought within media culture. 

What this study emphasizes is the nature of the econornic system's definitional power -- 

power which is realized through the symbolic system of mass media. Within my reading of 

media studies I have been struck by the often repeated formula that freedom fkom this 

definitionai control is achieved through knowledge about the nature of media culture. Typical of 

this daim is Michael R Real's conclusion that an understanding of media culture will ailow the 

audience to "tum media culture to the benefit of ourselves and others" and gain more control 

over our li~es.~'' Yet, given the nature of the globe-spanning definitional power of the econornic 

system, such a plea for the liberating capability of knowledge is somewhat unsatisfactory. Such 

pleas sound like a fish caught in a trawling net telling other fish that ifthey only understood the 

nature of the net a little better, then they would be free indeed. Calling for salvation through 

knowledge fits well within the enterprise of liberai democracy. Calling for a complete and 

radical equality in the ownership of the means to symbolic production is much less likely to find 

jo3~ichael R. Real. Expioring Media Culture: A Guide, (London: Sage, 1 W6), 278. 



an audience within media culture (let alone a soap-box). A cntical media theory needs to 

distinguish between individual hermeneutic strategies and collective strategies of o ~ n e r s h i p . ~ ~  

Along with the plea for beder media pedagogy as a cure for media's definitional control, 

an oft-seen curative is the suggestion that better regulation, public media policy, and increased 

public access will lead to a more democratic society and fkee the body politic from the excessive 

influence of the economic system. Klaus Jensen provides an example of media-salvation through 

improved regulation within the legislative system of democracy. Jensen suggests that "an 

institritionalized system of pubIic access to the means of communication would be a constitutive 

element of a participatory political s y ~ t e r n . " ~ ~ ~  Yet public access is not public ownership. The 

former places the body politic under the whim of media owners while the latter rnakes the body 

politic the owner-operator of its definitional information system. Looking to improved public 

access to media systems assumes that media owners would allow their de f~ t iona l  system to be 

used against their immediate economic interest. Public access appears as a red herring intended 

to detract tiom the root cause and offer an aimost utopic promise of a better democratic system 

while also implying an airnost unprecedented act of social conscience and altruism within the 

economic system and its stake holders. Marx's voice still echoes d o m  the history of modem 

capitalism -- ownership of the means to production is the heart of the matter. 

504 David Crowley suggests that Marshall McLuhan psychologized the effects of electronic 
media and thus diverted attention fiom "the problem of authority and its deeper constraints on 
social order." David Crowley. "Harold Innis and the Modern Perspective of Communications," 
Cuhre, Communication and Dependency: The Tradition of HA. Innis, (Nomood, New Jersey: 
Ablex Publishing, 198 1)' 23 9. This lack of focus on power and social control within McLuhan's 
media theory may explain his popularity within contemporary culture, epitomized in his role as 
the 'patron saint' of Wired magazine, the masthead of capitdist technological determinisrn. 

S05Kla~s Bruhn Jensen. me Social Semiotics of Mass Communication, 90. 
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Ln this study we have recognized that mass media, as a complex definitional system, 

embraces al1 the communication, information, and socialization systems of media culture. These 

definitional systems embrace not only media systems but symbolic systems such as mass 

production and consumption. Douglas' cultural theory enables us to mode1 the economic system 

as a global deffitional system wherein m a s  media and mass production are o d y  the most 

visible aspects of this definitional systern. As this global dehitional system is irnplicated in al1 

areas of contemporary society, media studies must fully recognize the encompassing context of 

media culture. Studies which isolate one subsystem of media culture, such as television, and 

then attempt ernpincal analysis of the impact of one isolated subsystem upon individual 

behaviour and values wi1l in al1 probability overlook or underestimate the definitional impact of 

the economic system, as an Ïntegrated system, upon local culture and individual beha~iour .*~~ 

An example of isolationalist empirical analysis c m  be seen in Barrie Gunter and Ji11 

McAleer's study Children and Television. Television viewing is assessed with little 

consideration of how behaviour has already been established by other definitional systems of the 

econornic system. Television viewing is seen to render little variation in values and behaviour 

fiom the rest of society, but there is no substantial consideration of how the social worlds of 

media culture are already saturated with the economic system's syrnbols and rneanings. In other 

words, the idluence of one symbolic system (television) is divorced frorn the influence of al1 

jo61n Visual Intelligence, Ann Marie Seward Barry similarly no tes that media criticisrn' s 
focus is media's "cumulative impact on the individual and how it changes the way he or she sees 
the world" (335). Herein the question is "what is the cumulative impact of the global definitional 
system on the worid-making capabilities of local cultures?" Collective memory provides a 
framework for such a question by identming the role of symbol-sets in the world-making 
process. 



other symbolic systems with M e  consideration for how the total context of media culture 

ensures the reproduction of rnass behaviour. &ter and McAleer7s survey of television studies 

concludes by suggesting that parents should teach their children "management of viewing" and 

cccrïticai television literacy" so that children will grow up to become '%arehl and sensible users 

of television who recognize its positive qualities and eschew its negative ~nes. '"~ Again we h d  

the suggestion that critical sedia pedagogy will liberate the individual audience member fiom 

the definitional system of mass media. Marshall McLuhan, widely-cited as the hi& priest of 

media gurus, also succumbs to the prevalent assumption that knowledge brings salvation. 

McLuhan daims that knowledge will restrict the areas in which media shapes our behavio~r.~'  

The possibility of autonomy fiom media socialization will be a factor of the systemic 

nature of media culture, and not merely the individual's hermeneutic skill. Here 1 am in 

agreement with David Morley's assessrnent of the relative Ievels of power between media 

systems and audience members: "The power of viewers to reinterpret meanings is hardly 

equivalent to the discursive power of centralized media instifxtions to constnict the texts which 

the viewer then interprets, and to imagine othemise is simply f o o l i ~ h . " ~ ~ ~  When the context of 

the audience is defmed as the totality of the definitional information system then the relative 

S07~arrie Gunter and Ji11 McAleer. Children and Television, Second edition, (London: 
Routledge, 1997), 222. 

" 8 ~ c ~ u h a n .  irhe Gutenberg Galaxy, 247. 

'Og~avid Morley. "Populism, Revisionism and the 'New' Audience Research." Czrltural 
Studies and Communications, edited by James Curran, David Morley and Valerie Waikerdine. 
(London: Arnold, 1996), 29 1.  In a similar fashion Stewart A. Umpleby suggests that "none of 
the presently available channels of citizen feedback rivals the flow fiom the centers of power 
outward to the citizens via television and the press." "1s Greater Citizen Participation in 
Planning Possible and Desirable?" Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 4 (1972), 66. 
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Ievel of power among the 'active' audience of media culture is seen in a new light. This issue 

appears to be the central issue within communication, media, and cultural studies -- what is the 

relative level of definitional power between the audience and media systems? Some theorists 

place the media system in the dominant hermeneutical position, such as David Morley (above). 

Others appear to favour the audience, as is seen in John Fiske's perspective, 'Wegotiating 

rneanings within the television text is a discursive, and therefore social, process, and not an 

individudistic one, but it stilI allows the socially situated viewer an active, semi-controlling role 

in it."''O If the mind of the socially-situated viewer is thoroughly colonized by the economic 

system then there is M e  room for deviation. 

Given the degree of mass media's nionopolization of defmitional control it is difficult to 

agree with statements such as media theonst Joli Jensen's that "mas  media serve us as 

scapegoats for modemity -- we blame them not only for what is wrong with modern life, but also 

for failing to Save us."5i1 Media criticism nust confiont the reality of monopolistic ownership 

over the nieans of global definitional control (mus media) and address the severe irnbalance in 

the power over social reality that this entails. Jensen cornes dangerously close to absolving the 

owners of symbolic production fiom responsibility and placing blarne on the disedknchised 

within media culture. Jensen's conclusion that the "most appropriate stance toward media and 

modernity is, 1 believe, one of respectfùl participation""' underestimates the degree to which 

"%hn Fiske. Television Culture, (London: Methuen, 1 987)' 82. 

51 1 JO li Jensen. Redeeming Modernity: Contradictions in Media Criticism, (London, Sage, 
1990), 191- 
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individuals are victimized by media's ovenvhelming definitional conbol over their social reality. 

Imagine a slave coming through the underground raiiway to Canada's borders in the mid-1800's 

only to be tumed back and told "the most appropriate stance toward slavery and the state is, we 

believe, one of respectfül participation." 

Perhaps the Christian apologist Malcolm Miiggendge was at the leading-edge of radical 

media criticism when, on the matter cf television viewing, he commented that it is "a fallacy of 

our time that we c m  usefully participate in whatever exists ... If you want to know my absolutely 

candid opinion, 1 think the best thing to do is not to look at television, and to that end, 1 have, as 

has been said disposed of my set."5" Could it be that the clearest indication of the economic 

system's implicit assumptions operating within the local worlds of media culture is found in the 

asszimption of television viewing among individuals? Non-participation in television viewing 

and non-ownership of a television are rare enough and may engender either a negative or heroic 

perception regarding those who opt out of this paradigmatic manifestation of media culture. A 

study of those who consciously opt out of television viewuig andor television ownership 

(beyond the limitation imposed by economic impoverishment) might reveal more about the 

implicit assumptions within media culture which surround participation in media systems. 

S"~alcolm Muggeridge. Christ and the Media, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 
1977), 82. 



Definitionai Control and the Limits to Thought within Media Culture 

The limits to thought within media culture &se out of the structural characteristics of 

mass media. These structural characteristics are élite ownership (or state control) and a bounded, 

severely lirnited symbol-set. Élite ownership and a controlled symbol-flow Limit thought within 

media culture because they contribute to the socidization of individuals within the economic 

system. To borrow and adapt words fiom Mary Douglas, media culture ensures that anything is 

not possible. The mode of ownership and the mode of symbol-flow are the structural areas of 

mass media which detine the lirnits to thought. As a result of these structural characteristlcs, 

mass media effectively socializes large areas of human behaviov to suit the needs of the 

economic system. This suggests that either the nature of ownership or the nature of mass 

media's symbol-set rnust change if the lirnits to thought are to undergo radical change. 

Comrnenting on the failure of the dominant economic paradigm's responsibility for the 

present ecosystem crisis Robert Babe notes that ''the conclusion is inescapable that there needs to 

be a paradigm shift, a reconstniction of our world, fust figuratively and then rnatenally."5'4 Babe 

is certainly correct in suggesting that our world must be reconstructed 'figuratively' fust, before 

any materiai change takes place. New combinations of symbols and meanings, newly-imagined 

possibilities will certainly precede any matenal reconstruction of our social order. Since mass 

media serves as a primary socializing mechanism then a key step towards reconstnicting the 

world must necessarily involve either changing the nature of mass media ownership or changing 

the nature of mass media's dominant symbol-set. Needless to Say, the élite are uniikely to hand 

'I4~obert E. Babe. Communication and the Transformation of Economics, 107. 



over mass media systems to the control of the masses anytime soon. Furthemore, as long as 

ownership of mass media is monopolized and systemicaily integrated into the economic system it 

is improbable that within such a system a dominant symbol-set wouid aise which subverts the 

socialization requirernents of the economic system. This leads me to propose that the most 

probable path toward reconsmicting the world will be found in the developrnent of a new forrn of 

global syrnbolic production -- one that enables a highly unresh-icted flow of symbol-sets between 

local cultures throughout the globe. Cyberspace may well present us with the early form of such 

a democratized global definitionai systern. 

In The Seduction ofthe Spirit, theologian Harvey Cox echoes rny conclusion regarding 

mass media. Cox suggests that control of mass media and the technical design both must change 

if communities are to expenence self-direction: "We need to change both the way media are 

controlled and the technical composition of the means of "communication" thernselves ... [what 

we need] are simple easy-to-use means whereby small communities, rninority groups, 

neighborhood unions, and other groups can communicate effectiwiy with one a n ~ t h e r . " ~ ~ ~  

Cyberspace is the closest we will corne to this needed mode of communication for the 

foreseeable future. 

I suggest that the unique structural characteristic of cyberspace rstablishes it as a primary 

site of conflict over definitional power within media culture.516 Cyberspace is destined, perhaps, 

'I5Harvey Cox. The Seducrion of the Spirit: The Use and Misuse of People's Religion, 
(New York: Touchstone, 1973), 3 13. 

5161mmanuel Wailerstein has referred to the cultural debate within mass media as ''the key 
ideological battleground." Immanuel Wallerstein. "Culture as the Ideological Banlegound of 
the modem World-System." Global Culture: Aktionalism, Globalization and Modernity, edited 
by Mike Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1990), 39. See aiso Roy Boyne, "Culture as a World- 



to become the site of contest over d e f ~ t i o n d  control within the emerging global mass culture. 

Definitional control is established within contemporary society through the monopolistic and 

bounded system of mass media. Cyberspace enables the global dissemination of alternative 

syrnbol-sets and also facilitates the formation of comrnunities (groups and institutions) wherein 

these alternative symbol-sets c m  be in-use within a shared social world. In ViszcaZ Intelligence: 

Perception, Image, and Mmiptrlation in Visual Communication, AM Marie Steward Barry 

concludes that the image society has of itself, and its "attendant value system," is open to change 

when this image is "weak, ambiguous or f?agn~ented."*'~ Here 1 am suggesting that cyberspace 

fragments the largely uniform image of society which mass media presents, and so destabilizes 

the reproduction of the economic system's seE-image and attendant value system. The 

perception of cyberspace as a risk or a danger withùi various groups and nations, when seen fiom 

the perspective of cultural theory, is a reaction to this threat to the clzssification systems at work 

within the various social worlds of media culture. Within a previously bounded media culture, 

cyberspace operates as a form of poi~ution.5'8 

System," and Immanuel Wailerstein, "Culture is the World-System: A Reply to Boyne." In 
Global Ctrltzrre, 57-65. 

S'7Ann Marie Steward Barry. Visual Intelligence, 336. 

5 ' 8 ~ o t h e r  aspect of the subversion of symbol-sets within media culture may surface in 
the transformation of individuaiity ~wivithin modenùty. Durkheim saw the individual as emerging 
fkom the increase in the division of labour. It rnay be just the opposite case -- that the economic 
system has led to the deterioration of the imaginative faculty of the individual. This deterioration 
may be the result of the bounded reality-fiamew~rk of media culture which deprives the 
individual of awareness of human potentialities. Maurice Stein's essay, "Anthropological 
Perspectives on the Modem Cornmunity," suggests that the symbolic powers of tnbd  societies 
have been lost within Western thought patterns (in Primitive Views of the World, edited by 
Stanley Diamond. (New York: Columbia University Press, l969), 194-2 10). In media culture, is 
it possible that the community has lost direct control over its cosmology as a result of the 



It should be kept in mind that I am not c l a i rhg  that modem media is incapable of 

promoting local culture and preserving diversity withui a global community. Kate Madden7s 

study of the Canadian Inuit's use of television dernonstrates that there is nothiog inherent in the 

technolog of media (television in this case) which ensures cultural imperialism, 

[the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation] has managed to put together a news/curreni 
events show [Qagik] that espouses hui t  values. Its definition, organization, and 
structure promote the Inuit value of personal autonomy through sharing 
information in cooperative, non-combative, consensus-building ways. It does not 
copy Amencan/South Canadian  convention^?^ 

Having described television's capacity for cultural sensitivity, Madden notes the key to what 1 

cal1 the 'economics of cultural determinism' within media systems. The huit's culturally 

specific use of a media systern is entirely dependent upon the "largess of the majority culture for 

support -- political and finan~ial."~'~ Long-term economic dependency may limit the continuing 

existence of cuIturd autonomy within a media system. Of course, the more a regionally-based 

alternative media grows in size, that much more so will it become dependent upon the market 

economy and its socializing bias."' Due to the economics of mass media ownership it is unlikely 

rnonopolization of the definitional systern? Can we speak of the loss of definitional control as 
responsible for the erosion of the cornmunity? Further research here might reveal a connection 
between the erosion of community (mutual accountability) and the monopolization of the 
definitionai system. 

'IgKate Madden. "Video and Cultural Identity: The Inuit Broadcasting Corporation 
Experience," Mass Media Eflects Across Cultures, edited by Felipe Korzeny and Stella Ting- 
Toomey. (London: Sage, 1992), 142. 

'"AS long as mass media is a subsystem of the market economy, its content will conform 
to the demands of the economic system. This is the experience of Amencan religious 
programming, ? h e  source of the finances for religious programming plays a major part in 
shaping the nature of the program." Horsfield. Religious Television, 179. 
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that any local culture will be able to maintain its own media system apart fiom the influence of 

the market economy. Thus we can speak of mass media as being culturally detemiined, not by its 

technological structure, but by surroundhg structures such as law, which serve to enshrine 

private property nghts over community-ownership rights. The bias of the economy and its 

implicit value systems derennine the bias of mass media systems. This is the root of cultural 

determinïsm within mass media systems. 

How Cyberspace-Based Symbol-Sets Change the Social Order 

Douglas descnbes consumption as a ritual process which reinforces or redefines values 

within the shared social world. Ritual is widely recognized as a form of cultural transmission." 

But ritual is aiso a process through which rnay be introduced new forms of social behaviour and 

which may undermine or change existing classification systerns. Douglas also describes 

consumption rituals as an arena for cultural change.'" When the wired consumer interfaces with 

cyberspace, are symbols and rea.iity-fiameworks being ritually 'consumed' which subvert the 

reality-framework of mass media? This is a key theoretical question which pinpoints the impact 

of cyberspace as a mode of communication upon the economy's dennitional system. Collective 

memory and the communicative processes of global mass media provide the ficamework for 

assessing the probable impact of a new type of symbol-flow upon the social order. What 

happens when a global leak springs forth within the bounded, monopolistic definitional system 

'"~ichard Schechner. The Future ofRifual: Writings on Culture and Performance, 
(London: Routledge, 1 993), 25 8. 

S'3Schechner notes that Victor Turner also saw ritual as a creative and subversive process 
(fiid.). 



which reproduces the mass consumption behaviour and reIated foms of  mass behaviour 

necessary to the economic system? Here 1 am pursuing a question posed by Jonathan Gershuny, 

"What distinguishes the technologies which have revolutionary social impacts fiom those which 

do n~t?" '~ The social impact of cyberspace c m  be identified through the cultural processes of 

communication and world-making as embodied in a theory of collective mernory. 

1 have argued that within cyberspace symbols such as redefined Barbies, ad-McDonaId's 

leaflets, and censored religious documents flow among the audience in a manner unconstrained 

by the élite and by the owners and producers of mass media. Cyberspace escapes élite control 

over the econorny's definitional system. But m a s  media is thoroughly embedded in the 

economic system. Content within mass media conforms to the economic system's requirements. 

This conformity to the values implicit within the economic system was exposed in the subject 

areas of the environment, religion, war, politics, and the fiealth care system. If mass media plays 

a signiflcant, if not central, role in socializing individuals according to the requirements of the 

economic system, then what impact ivill cyberspace have upon mass media's reproduction of the 

economic system? Collective memory çuggests that, as mass media limits the fi-ee expression of 

thought, social change will follow From cyberspace's unconstrained flow of symbols within 

media culture. Collective memory enables us to examine different modes of symbol flow as the 

foundation to di-fferent social orders. The mode of symbol flow within mass media is 

characterized by élite control over content. The mode of symbol flow within cyberspace is 

characterized by the absence of élite control over content. Mary Douglas' culture theory strongly 

5'4Jonathan Gershuny. ccPostscript: Revolutionary Technologies and Technological 
Revolutions," Consuming Technologies: Media and Information in Domestic Spnces, edited by 
Roger Silverstone and Eric Hirsh. (London: Routledge, 1994), 228. 
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suggests that a different cosmology (set of symbols) represents and reproduces a different social 

order. This is Douglas' replication hypothesis. How does the movement fiorn a new set of 

symbols to a new social order take place? Douglas explains this type of social change as a 

structural change in the process of reality-creation. 

Douglas concludes NatrrraZ Symbols by explorhg the possibility of structural change in 

society which would lead to change in symbol flow and bring with it change in the social order. 

She suggests that we should consider the possibility of C'ttis symbolic life being detached more 

and more fiom the task of relating an individual to his society and more and more fieed for 

expressing his unique private concerns."" 1 have argued that a prïmary role of mass media is the 

reproduction of values and assumptions irnplicit w i h  the economic system. To use the words 

of Mary Douglas, mass media 'relates an individual to his society.' In cyberspace we find the 

realization of the possibility that the symbolic life could be detached fiom this socialization task 

of the economic system. Cyberspace actualizes the possibility of symbolic life being fieed f?om 

this socializing task and 'fieed for expressing unique private concems.' 

After raising the possibility of the symbolic life becoming a forum for expressing 'unique 

private concems' Douglas urges readers to "compare systems making progressively less and less 

c l a h  on their members to honour a common rn~rality.""~ Where social pressure to conform to a 

common set of values is weak, the %eer the symboiic system" will be, suggests D o u g l a ~ . ~ ~ '  

Mass media c m  be seen as a system which makes substantial and compeiiing daims on members 

SxDouglas. Natural Symbols, 159. 

'"lb id 

id. 



of media culture, c l a h s  to honour the common set of values (morality) implicit within 

consurnption patterns, the private ownership of property, democracy, and the pursuit of wealth. 

But cyberspace certainly represents a fieer symbolic system than m a s  media. Within media 

culture cyberspace represents a symbolic system which makes the weakest c l a h  on members to 

honour the cornmon morality implicit within mass media's representation of the economic 

system. n ie  mle of law has great difficulty enforcing a common mordis. (the legal code) within 

cyberspace. Subverted mass media icons and satire corne close to forming the dominant syrnbol 

set of cyberspace. 

Douglas notes that regardless of how strong the power o f a  symbolic medium is to coerce 

individual choices, such symbolic media "can be cracked whenever any part of it is brea~hed.""~ 

The economic system's symbolic medium which organizes the social order, mass media, has 

been 'breached' by the arriva1 of cyberspace. A new medium of expression has appeared within 

the centre of the economic system and thus heralds the possibility of redefmed lirnits to thought 

within media culture. 



Cyberspace's Subversion of the Rule of Law Within Media Culture 

The cultural debate over the m e h g  of Barbie, McDonald7s, and Scientology provides 

an example of how definitional control is strengthened or weakened according to the structural 

characteristics of various media systems. The operation of law provides an opportunity to 

compare degrees of defintional control within mass media and cyberspace. It is quite probable 

that content within m a s  media systems is effectively controiled through the legal system. When 

a court d e s  that content in a film, magazine, movie, or song recording violates a corporation's 

tradernark or copyright, these media forms then follow the d e  of law. This corresponds to the 

relationship between private property and law, where law operates as a highly specialized system 

designed for the protection of private property.s2g 

The d e  of law does extend into cyberspace."' Images of Barbie which violated Mattel7s 

ownership of its private property were removed at the threat of a lawsuit. Yet occasionally these 

contested uses of Mattel7s symbolic property did not disappear fiom cyberspace. The contested 

images, such as Napier's artwork, were copied to other Web sites owned by other individuals and 

so required a M e r  series of legal threats nom Mattel's lawyers. So while the d e  of Law does 

'?Neil Kleinman. "Don't Fence Me In: Copyright, Property, and Technology," 
Communication and Cyberspace: Social Interaction in an Elechonic Environment, edited by 
Lance Strate, Ronald Jacobson, and Stephanie B. Gibson. (Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton 
Press, 1 W6), 59-82. Kleinman's focus is on English and Arnerican Iaw. 

"'On the Canadian legal context of cyberspace, see Michel Racicot, Mark S. Stuart, Alec 
R. Szibbo and Pierre Trudel, The Cyberspace is not a "No Law Land ": A Study of the Issues of 
Liability for Content Circulating on the Internet, (Ottawa: Industry Canada, 1997). Also see 
Bnan D. Loader (ed.). The Governance ofcyberspace: Politics, Technology and Global 
Restrzrcturing, (London: Routledge, 1997). 
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extend into ~ y b e r s ~ a c e , ~ ~ '  and whi!e its idluence on the content of web sites can be seen, Iaw 

sometimes fails to eliminate disputed matenal from the surrounding media environment of 

cyberspace. In isolated cases of individual Web sites, law d e s  over content, but within the 

totaiity of cyberspace law fails to establish cornplete control over private property. While the 

rule of law does operate in individual instances it nonetheless fails to operate upon cyberspace. 

Contested images and texts remain, rnigrating from Web site to Web site, and their 

disappearance fiom cyberspace is not Indicative of iaw's impact upon cyberspace-based content. 

Examples of illegal content which evades the rule of law can be found throughout 

cyberspace. Early in 1998 pirated (illegal) copies of a popular television cartoon series, South 

Park, could be found on dozens of Web sites.532 The Web is also home to pirated Song 

recordings. During this same penod it was possible to locate illegal copies of entire conipact 

disks from bands such as Portishead. It would not be an exaggeration to estimate that thousands 

of complete songs are illegaily available over the Web at this tirne. 

Within mass media systerns owned by the state or the élite law eEectively mediates 

disputes over property ownership. Access to mass media and access to the legal system is 

substantially determined by capital (money). These systerns of media and Iaw c m  be 

conceptuaïized as deriitional systems under the control of the wealthy as money strongly 

53 I For an overview of 1996 American legal decisions in the area of cyberspace law, see 
Stuart Biegel, "Coming of Age: More Decisions about Cyberspace Were Reached in 1996 than 
Ever Before," Los Angeles Daily Journal, January 23, 1997, reprinted in New Directions in 
Cyberspace Law, www.gse.ucla.edu~iclp/jan97v.ii.html located Febmary 1998. 

'"~ee Elizabeth Weise, "'Toon Spawns Devoted Net Sites," The Ottawa Sun, Monday, 
March 2, l998,34. In late February 1998, my own review of South Park sites indexed at 
www.yahoo.com (News and Media: Television: Shows: South Park) found 104 Web sites created 
by South Park fans, many of which contained pirated matenal and entire episodes. 
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dictates access. This correspondence between mass media and law loses its definitionai control 

within cyberspace because of the technical (structural) characteristics of the Internet. On the 

issue of law and the unique structural character of the Intemet (cyberspace) a recent US. 

Supreme Court ruling is indicative of the unique nature of this new medium. On June 26,1997, 

in the first Internet-related U.S. Supreme Court case, one which involved disputed provisions of 

the Communications Decency Act (Reno vs. ACLU), the Court recognized that the Intemet is not 

the same as broadcast media such as television, "The Court determined that the World Wide 

Web is analogous to a library or a shopping mall, rejecting the government's argument that it 

could be viewed as more akin to a broadcast medium."533 

The Intemet is defined by its design of interconnected cornputers which create a globally 

distributed web of symbol flow. Law can only address each individual instance of contested 

property as an isolated case within this web of symbol flow. Returning to my metaphor of 

cyberspace as 'hoiographic?' law c m  only deal with individual, discrete instances of content- 

dispute, but cyberspace treats information in a collective and distributed manner. A symbol 

within cyberspace behaves as if it exists everywhere and nowhere -- at the same time. Thus the 

CO-ordinates of time and placz, referents critical to the operation of law, have no relevance in the 

media systern of cyberspace. Law treats content only from widiin time and place CO-ordinates 

S33See ''Reno v. ACLU: US.  Supreme Court Finds Disputed Provisions of 
Communications Decency Act Unconstitutional," The UCLA Online Institute for Cyberspace 
L m  and Policy, www.gse.ucla.edu/iclp/reno.hhnl located February 1998. Here we also see an 
anomaly withh the social world, cyberspace, caught up in a cultural debate over what malogy 
(library versus television) is most appropriate for the new social phenomenon. 



but cyberspace treats content as if time and place did not e>8stT4 Redefined Barbies, pirated 

episodes of South Park, illegal translations of Wittgenstein, and secret Scientology texts 

continually disappear and reappear throughout cy berspace and so subvea the legal systern' s 

control over symbolic property. While the rule of law extends to individual Web sites it does not 

extend into cyberspace, when considered as a media environment because, in the words of 

William Gibson, there is no 'there' there. Within this smicturaily-differentiated medium content 

changes location faster than the legal process. 

One of the very distant social effects of cyberspace's subversion of the rule of law may be 

the redefinition of what constitutes private property. Social historian Elizabeth L. Eisenstein 

notes that by 1 500, a few decades after Gutenberg's invention of the printing press: 

legal fictions were already being devised to accommodate the patenting of 
inventions and assignments of literary property ... Cornpetition over the nght to 
publish a given text also introduced controversy over new issues involving 
monopoly and piracy. Prioting forced a legal definition of what belonged in the 
public domain. A literary "cornmon" became subject to "enclosure movements" 
and possessive individualism began to characterize the attitude of writers to their 
work.''' 

The modem legal fiction of intellectuai propew arose out of the advent of ~r in t ing . '~~  This 

modem legal fiction may face drarnatic redefinition in a prolonged era defined by cyberspace's 

534 On the problem of place and time in cyberspace law, see David R. Johnson and David 
G. Post. "The Rise of Law in Cyberspace," forthcoming in Stanford Law Review, 1996, 
prepublished at www.cli.orgB(0025 - LBFIN.html located Febmary 1998. 

535Elizabeth L. Eisenstein. The Printing RevoZurion in EarZy Modern Europe, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1 983, reprinted 1993), 84. 

"6~einman. "Don't Fence Me In: Copyright, Property, and Technology," 60. Kleinma. 
argues that the "curent pnnciples of copyright will not work in an electronic space of the kind 
we are creating" (fiid., 75). 
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new mode of communication. If a new mode of communication does indeed bring a drarnatically 

new sociai order in its wake, then it is not unreasonable to anticipate changes in such 

fundamental concepts as property and private ownership as these legai fictions are merely 

cultural constructs. 

Panopticons and Democratic Mass Media 

Cyberspace as a social phenomenon contains contradictory sociai forces of increased 

fieedom of expression (definitional subversion) and decreased personal privacy. While distorted 

Barbies, anti-McDondd's leaflets, pirated television shows, illegal philosophical works, and not- 

so-secret sacred Scientology texts test@ to cyberspace's emerging social force of radicalized 

ffeedom of expression within media culture, nonetheless, there are dynarnics operating in the 

oppcsite direction. Internet-based communication and Web-based content are extremely easy to 

monitor due to their digital nature. Anything encoded c m  be decoded, any Stream of bits can be 

intercepted. 

Media theorist Mark Poster proposes that the growth of databases has had a profound 

social effect, enabling governments and corporations to engage in extensive surveillance of 

private individuals?' Yet Poster fails to account for cyberspace's quickly evolving role as a 

globalized super-database which rnonitors the behaviour of the élite. 1McSpotlight provides an 

indication of cyberspace's emerging social role as a panopticon which incorporates everyone, 

both prisoners and guards, as well as those beyond the prison walls in its dl-seeing gaze. The 

' " ~ a r k  Poster. The Second Media Age, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 78-94. 



concept of thepanopticon was dweloped by Jeremy Bentham at the end of the eighteenth 

century and recently resurrected by Michel ~oucault."~ Bentham's panopticon was a proposed 

design for prisons which would allow guards to observe prisoners without being seen. Foucault 

notes that the French Revolution proposed a similar solution to the problem of justice: 

The new aspect of the problem of justice, for the Revolution, was not so much to 
punish wrongdoers as to prevent even the possibility of wrongdoing, by 
immersing people in a field of total visibility where the opinion, observation and 
discourse of others would restrain them 6om harm£ùl act~.''~ 

Ironically, cyberspace may be a mode of communication that immerses both élites and masses in 

a 'field of total visibility.' Whereas mass media and other definitionai systems created what 

Foucault called the "apparatuses of power" which dlowed for the economic system's productive 

forces, we may be headed for an era where the élite are subjects of the masses' own panopticon -- 

cyberspace."* Cyberspace could prove to be the perfect surveillance tool -- a panopticon of 

global proportions. 

Cyberspace could dso  allow for globalized propaganda and disinformation on an entirely 

new scaie. Media tfieonst James R. Beniger describes how cyberspace could easily lend itself to 

mass propaganda techniques, "mas communication to cyberspace might be based on large 

databases of the prior Net activity of each individual, driven by massive processing power, and 

even guided by artificiai inteliigence systems for persuasive behavior ... the possibilities for 

538For the full English version, see Jeremy Bentham. Panopticon, Volume N of the 
Bowring edition, (New York: Russel and Russel, 197 1). 

539Michel Foucault. Power/KnowZedge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972- 
1977, edited by Colin Gordon. Translated by Colin Gordon, Leo Marshall, John Mepham, Kate 
Soper. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1 B O ) ,  153. 
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effective control of a large population via cyberspace appear unmatched by those of any other 

existing r n e a n ~ . ' ' ~ ~  But such techniques and technoiogy could work in both directions withui 

two sides of a culturd debate. A highly interconnected community within cyberspace wouid be 

equally able to uncover and disable disinformation and mass propaganda campaigns. Cyberspace 

makes it easier for the public to monitor and communicate the behaviour of corporate and state 

'Big Brothers' while at the same time making it easier for these 'Big Brothers' to watch over 

cyberspace-based discourse. The most we can do at the present is recognize these contradictory 

social dynamics as inherent in the medium. Which force will surface as the dominant social 

dynamic of cyberspace is impossible to predict. It is certain that these contradictory forces will 

find a wide variety of expression according to the cultural characteristics of various nations and 

according to the strength and wcakness of relevant international legal and trade agreements. As 

in the case of the McSpotlight Web site there is an emerging subversion strategy which sees 

potentially illegal Web sites being located in nations, such as the Netherlands, with Iaws which 

favour freedom of expression. Any attempt to harmonize such laws across nations will in d l  

probability meet with resistance by those who would defend a nation-state's sovereignty. But 

this remains to be seen, particularly as revenue steams rneasured in multiple billions of dollars 

are at stake in the stmggle over definitional control within media culture. 

Cyberspace can be descnbed as morz democratic as it enables more people to be 

producers of content within a globalized media system than does mass media. Mass media 

systems restrict ownership of production 'factories' to the dite' while cyberspace has lowered 

54'James R. Beniger. "Who ShaU Control Cyberspace?" Communication and 
Cyberspace: Social Interaction in an EZectronic Environmenty edited by Lance Strate, Ronald 
Jacobson, and Stephanie B. Gibson. (Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press, 1996), 54. 



this ownership-threshold to the middle and lower classes. This democratizing characteristic is 

not cornprehensive. The poor are still largely excluded, literacy is required, a 

telecommunications i.n.fkastnicture is required, and computer-literacy is required. Nonetheiess, in 

cornparison to the economics of m a s  media systems, cyberspace is radically democratic in 

nature. The fact that individual users do not own the telecommunication system which mediates 

cyberspace content is irrelevant, as this dues not exclude anyonefiorn conientprodzction within 

cyberspace. At present, competition in the global telecommunication Uifrastructure between 

wireless, copper, and fibre-based systems has ensured that monopolization of any one area of 

cyberspace's technicai idkastructure has not lead to control over content.542 As it is impossible 

to predict what economic forces will shape cyberspace's future, my argument is based on current 

conditions and prevailing social dynamics. It is hard to imagine an econornic or political force 

strong enough to control the production of content on over 16 million ;factories' (Intemet 

computers) distributed across the globe, without proposing a dystopic fiiture of the darkest 

de~ign."~ 

"'Here 1 have to disagree with Denis McQuail3s assessment of new electronic media's 
impact upon the nias audience. McQuail suggests that the most "plausible conclusion that c m  
be reached at the present state of innovation is that there is a very considerable inertial force that 
lirnits fundamentaï change in audience formation and behavior in the face of al1 those forces for 
change and technological potential." He sees the interactivity of new electronic media as "a 
force for consolidation of the traditional audience." While this is certainly true when considering 
recent experiments in so-called 'interactive television' and other corporate media systems, 
McQuail nonetheless fails to account for the social effect of unconstrained s p b o l  flow within 
cyberspace. Denis McQuail. Audience Analysis, (London: Sage, 1997), 146. 

")Here I disagree with media theorist Michèle Martin's claim that "the more 
sophisticated mass media technology becomes, the less accessible it is to everyone, and therefore 
the less democratic" (Michèle Martin. Communication and Mass Media: Culture, Domination, 
and Oppositiovz, 81). While this may be tnie of previous mass media technologies, it is only 
speculation to Say that the Internet WU becorne iess and not more accessible as time goes by. We 



When considering a dramatic reversa1 in the democratic nature of cyberspace's content- 

production capability it also must be kept in mind that this medium is 'home' to a community of 

individuals who are capable of collective political action. Any theory addressing a probable 

reversal in the wired audience's content-production capability must expiain how community 

members of cyberspace would permit a massive sell-off of what many consider to be the 

birthright of cyberspace -- fieedom of e x p r e s ~ i o n . ~ ~  The American govement's failure to enact 

severe content restrictions upon American Internet users in 1996 and the Amencan wired 

cornrnunity's large-scale political response to their govemment's actions points to the emerging 

balance of power within the lnternet comm~nity."~ 

Assessrnents of the future social effect of cyberspace tend either to dismiss it altogether or 

describe it in utopic and messianic terms. Generally, technology gurus proclaim cyberspace as 

the digital messiah while media scholars barely register its presence at dl .  J. Neil Weintraut 

provides an example of the more messianic rhetoric, "The transformation, technology, and 

simply do not know what the economics and accessibility of cyberspace will look like twenty, 
f i e ,  or one hundred years from now. 

""edia theorist Mark Giese claims that the Intemet's intellectual fieedom "stems fiom 
the legacy of the hacker ethic -- the fiee flow of information -- the major cultural tenet of the 
builders of the network" in his article "From ARPAnet to the Intemet: A Cultural Clash its 
Implications in Framing the Debate on the Information Superhighway," Communication and 
Cyberspace: Social Interaction in an Electronic Environment, edited by Lance Strate, Ronald 
Jacobsen, and Stephanie B. Gibson. (Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press, 1996), 132. 

"'Sec Paul Wallich. ''Turf Wars in Cyberspace," Scientific American, Online edition, 
June 6; 1996, www.sciam.com~explorations/O62496exploraons.h located Febmary 1998. In 
the US.  Supreme Court decision regarding the 1996 Communications Decency Act, Federal 
District Judge Stewart Dalzell wrote, "It is no exaggeration to conclude that the Internet has 
achieved, and continues to achieve, the most participatory marketplace of mass speech that this 
country -- and indeed the world -- has yet seen ... Modern-day Luthers still post their theses, but 
to electronic bulletin boards rather than the door of the Wittenberg Schlosskirche" (fiid). 
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prosperïty brought about by the Internet will be on a scale unmatched during our lifetime, yet the 

ultirnate value of the Internet lies in its potentid for it to better our society, culture, and indeed 

our world, both for us to benefit fiom in the Mmediate future, and for our children t o r n o r r o ~ . " ~ ~ ~  

Weintraut fails to take into account that there is also every reason to believe that a new mode of 

communication could trigger war. 

Social historia Stephen Kem has made a compelling argument that the new technologies 

of telegraph and telephone forced an increase in the pace of diplornacy after the assassination of 

Archduke Francis Ferdinand on June 28, 1914."~ The telegraph created a dipiornatic cnsis 

because this new technology made possible rapid communication and demands for bnef time 

lirnits within exchanges of  ultirnata, exchanges which moved far too quickiy for the pace of 

diplomacy in the old world's social context, ccco~un ica t ion  technology imparted a breakneck 

speed to the usually slow Pace of traditional diplorna~y.""~ Kern's account of the flurry of 

diplornatic exchanges during the July Crisis of 19 14 strongly suggests that there are times in 

history when a new mode of communication does not 'fit' the social context and contributes to 

destabilizing and explosive confrontation between social institutions such as nation-states. 

5 4 6 ~ .  Neil Weintraut. "Introduction," in Robert H. Reid. Architecfs of the Web: 1,000 
Days that Built the Future of Business, (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1997), xi. 

547 Stephen Kem. The Cullure of Time and Space 188049223, (Cambridge, Masszchusetts: 
Harvard University Press, l983), 259-286. 



33 2 

Marshall McLuhan echoes this observation, "War is never anything less than accelerated 

technological 

Cyberspace could prove to be equally destabilizing, although not through its immediacy, 

as television has already created an 'as-it-happens' home-theatre for war. Imagine the possibility 

of the following scenario. An organization skilled in destabilizing governments and geo-political 

regions, such as the CIA, a~onymously places potentially explosive literature on numerous 

Internet cornputers. This Iiterature afEonts the religious sensibilities of nations accustomed to 

holy wars. The right text disseminated in cyberspace at a criticai moment within a diplornatic 

crisis could trigger violence. If the text were related to a company's financiai eaniings the same 

scenario could contribute to market collapse or reduce the stock value of a Company targeted for 

an aggressive takeover. The temptation to use cyberspace for political or fmancial gain in such 

subversive fashion will undoubtedly prove ovenvhelming, particularly as the medium grows in 

audience share and is integrated into government and business information systems. 

549~arshall McLuhan. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, (London: 
Routledge, l964), 10 1. 



Reflexivity within Mass Media and Cyberspace 

Sociologist Anthony Giddens uses the term institutiond rejzexivity to describe a central 

feature of the present social world. Institutional reflexivity is the giobalizing process of 

comectedness between action and consequences that has been created by the spread of modern 

institutions, such as science. Mundane daily decisions are c o ~ e c t e d  to global outcomes and, in 

tum, global orders (such as the rnilitary or economy) impact upon individual de ci si on^.^^^ 

Individuals, separated by space and time, are comected together in a global web of action and 

consequences brought about by the spread of modem institutions. This phenornenon is called 

institutional reflexivity. This form of reflexivity between the self and the other c m  be seen to 

operate throughout virtually ail aspects of consumer society. For example, the purchase of Nike 

sneakers in Ottawa is connected to the quality of life for factory workers on the other side of the 

world. Wiihin the economic sphere, institutional reflexivity explains why virtually every 

consumer item is, in one way or another, covered with the blood of the poor. 

In 1994 Giddens reflected on one prirnary effect of reflexivity, "The more we try to 

colonize the future, the more it is likely to spring surprises on us.""' This cautionary note 

contrats sharply to Edward L. Bemays' optirnism in The Engineering of Consent (1955) where 

he describes the public relations counsel as "proficient in applying scientific social theories and 

tested techniques in solving many of the problems of ~ o c i e ~ . ' " ~ '  Bernays was a principal 

5S0~thony  Giddens. "Living in a Post-Traditional Society ," Refiexive Modernizaf ion: 
Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order, edited by Ulrich Beck, Anthony 
Giddens, and Scott Lash. (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1994), 58-59. 

'*'Edward L. Bemays. The Engineering of Consent, 5. 



founder of the public relations discipline. Caught up in the functionalism and behaviourism of 

the thne; Bernays saw public relations as a key element in the engineering of a better social order. 

The social sciences, it was hopzd, would provide a "limited predictability of conduct" and lead to 

a "smooth-running s o ~ i e t ~ . " ~ ~ ~  Institutional reflexivity helps explain why a better society has yet 

to be engineered by the public relations industry or the scientific enterprise. 

The globalized institutions of media culture are part of the connectedness of institutional 

reflexivity. Mass media creates reflexivity across vast tracts of space and t h e .  Mass media is 

clearly a system which promotes institutional reflexivity. In the tems of reflexivity, mass media 

globalizes the web of action and consequences 1Gthi.n the economic system. Mass media 

supports the connectedness of institutional structures such as the marketplace and politics. It is 

difficult to imagine an aspect of life within the r e a h  of media culture that is not iduenced to 

some degree by the symbols and meanings of mass media. Giddens recognizes the globalizing 

influence of "instantaneous global electronic communication," though he does not apply the 

dynamic of reflexivity to ~ ~ b e r s p a c e . ~ ~ '  Do changes in media systems lead to changes in the 

impact of reflexivity upon the social ~ o r l d ? ~ ~ *  If there is a substantial change widiin the 

stmcture of media culture, a change such as the injection of cyberspace into the monopolized 

'j4~iddens. "Living in a Post-Traditional Society," 96-97. 

555The Gutenberg press provides one of history's largest reflexively-induced changes 
brought about by the unintended consequences of a new mode of communication. The mass 
production of indulgences made possible by the new printing press appears to have lead to 
Martin Luther's protest at Wittenberg and the subsequent rnass production of his pamphlets. 1 
am indebted to Eisenstein's comments on the consequences of the Gutenberg press and its impact 
upon the production of indulgences for this possible reflexively-induced series of actions. See 
Eisenstein. The Printing Revohfion in Early Modern Europe, 30. 
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symbol-flow of media culture, then what c m  be expected to occur as a result of the process of 

reflexivity ? 

It stands to reason that the economic system is strongly dependent on the structurai 

characteristics of mass media. Since reflexivity is a mediation process it is tliezeby conditioned 

by the Limitations and possibilities of media systems which saturate the modem social world. 

The structural characteristics of mass media -- monopolistic ownership and bounded symbol- 

flow -- must partially determine the structural conditions of reflexivity within media culture. 

Although mass media is partly responsible for globalizhg institutional reflexivity, the mode of 

mass media (monopolistic and bounded) suggests that mass media actually restricts the full play 

of refl exivity within media culture. 

We c m  speak of institutional reflexivity as being resaicted within media culture because 

the symbol-set of mass media is itself limited. This is why mass media c m  promote reflexivity -- 

unpredictable changes in patterns of social reproduction -- while at the same tirne ensure that the 

economic system continues to be reproduced. The contradiction of reff e x i v i ~  within the 

economic system is a controlled and limited contradiction because the fuite symbol-set which is 

the subject ofthis reflexivity remains bounded within mass media. 

Cyberspace irnplies a very different dynamic arising withui institutional reflexivity. 

Cyberspace heralds a period in the history of media culture wherein the symbol-set that is 

reflexively inediated across the globe is no longer subjected to the monopolistic and bounded 

dynamics of mass media. Cyberspace thus represents the subversion of symbols and meanings at 

play within the institutional reflexivi~ of media culture. As the main outcome of institutional 
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reflexivity is, according to Giddens, unpredictable (and therefore, uncontrollable) change,556 we 

can see one social implication of this subversion or £kagmentation of the economic system's 

cosmology - accelerated, unpredictable change within the social world. 

A recent example of cyberspace-induced reflexivity within media culture was seen in 

Ottawa's city council. The Nike Corporation and the Toronto Raptors (a basketbail team) 

offered to pay for a new floor for a local gym? Within city council a debate arose over whether 

or not to accept Nike's part of the donation because of alleged unethical practices on the part of 

the sportswear manufacturer. An Intemet Web site which urged a consumer boycott against Nike 

was cited within the debate. The cyberspace-induced reflexivity occurred within the chambers of 

city council as they debated the merits of Nike and referred to the anti-Nike Web site. This 

reflexivity also carried over into the local newspaper which noted that the Web site "quoted a 

CBS television report in the United States that Nike workers in Vietnam eam an average of 20 

cents an h o ~ r . " * ~ ~  The fact that this debate will have no substantial impact upon Nike may only 

reflect the relatively early stage in the medium's growth. What is important here is the new flow 

of information within the social order of media culture. Information f?om mass media (CBS 

television) was copied ont0 a Web site, then picked up within the context of a local debate over 

ethicai fünding of city facilities, and simultaneously reinjected back into mass media through the 

local newspaper. Cyberspace is now part of an information feedback process within mass media. 

5S6~nthony Giddens. "Living in a Post-Traditional Society," 96. 

557Michael Prentice. cWNike Donation 'blood nioney,' Cannings Says," The Ot twa 
Citizen, Saturday, Mach 7, 1998, E17. 
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Perhaps this feedback process will lead to an expanded symbol-set within media culture. At the 

very least it is not urneasonable to propose that cyberspace-induced reflexivity will provide the 

audience of media culture with more syrnbolic material for the reflexive process and the co- 

creation of the social order. 

Anthropologist Margaret Mead credits the hd ings  of anthropology with establ ishg 'the 

fact that innovations in technology and in the form of institutions inevitably bring about 

alterations in cultural cha ra~ te r . "~~~  It is entirely possible that cyberspace will change the 

institutional and cultural character (the symbols and values) of media culture. The degree to 

which cyberspace's structure differs from the structure of mass media systems rnay be a sound 

indication of the degree of change heralded by democratized symbolic production on a global 

scde. As symbol-sets lie at the foundation of social reality, any substantial change in the way 

symbols are controlled within media culture certainly heralds ciramatic social impact. Mark 

Poster also describes the shift in the structure of global communications as the erosion of the 

élite's definitional system: 

Previously subjugated voices are more readily brought to one's attention and 
previously private speech and practice of elites are available for al1 to see ... Elite 
control over information slips fiom its grasp as Wo-bits f?om dominated groups 
bleep through communication channels. While the global communication village 
is not at al1 a democracy, enough local knowledges do make their appearance to 
shaaer the uncontested hegemony of male Western 

'59Margaret Mead. Culture and Cornmitment: A Study of the Generation Gap, (Gaiden 
City, New York: Doubleday, 1970)' 48. 

560~oster. The Second Media Age, 5 1. 



To use a metaphor fiom the gay commudy, cyberspace is 'outing' the previously private 

behaviour of élites and corporations. Over thne this new mode of cornmunication is bound to 

place considerable strain on the credibility of élite authority systerns. 

Historical Cornparisons Between Two Modes of Communication 

In 1994 1 described the Internet in the foilowing terms: 

The tntemet is a new form of mass communication. Mass communication, while 
itself a relatively new phenornenon, has always involved controlled broadcasts to 
passive audiences. The mass audience has never had any significant input, or 
control, over the content of mass comunication. With the Internet these 
characteristics of mass communication have forever changed. On the Net we fmd 
massive numbers of people broadcasting information to massive numbers of 
people. Whereas the introduction of the Gutenberg Press made mass 
communication possible for the very, very few who would ever own a p ~ t i n g  
press, the Internet has turned every owner of a computer, a modem, and a 
telephone Iine into a publisher, a radio station, and soon enough, a TV studio. 
This is the second Gutenberg revolution. This is the new economy of 
inf~rrnation.~~' 

As a stnicturally-differentiated mode of communication the Internet àisplays dynamics highly 

reminiscent of the Gutenberg press. We can speak of the Gutenberg press as a mode of 

56'~anadian journalists Robert Chodos, Rae Murphy , and Eric Hamovitch suggest that 
"there are problems with this vision [the above quote] ... But we agree with Strangelove that the 
information highway has the potential to change people's lives for the better only to the extent 
that it grows as a two-way medium." Unforhinately the authors are not explicit in where they 
disagree. See Lost in Cyberspace: C a ~ a d a  and the Information Revohtion, (Toronto: James 
Lorimer, 1997) 4. Now 1 wodd be less inclined to descnbe Internet comm~cat ioos  as 
'broadcasting' but it is probably only a matter of a few years or decades before cornputer 
processing power, modem speeds, and the Web's 'pipelines' are large enough to emulate mass 
media's broadcasting power. The authors have quoted Michael Strangelove and AneuRn Bosley, 
How to Advertise on the Internet: An Introduction to Internet-Facilitated Marketing and 
Advertising, (Ottawa: Strangelove Press, 1 994), 20 8. 



communication that was structurally-differentiated fiom the oral and scnbal traditions which 

preceded its invention in a Mainz workshop in the 1450's by the German inventor Johann 

Gutenberg. Within twenty years the new printing press spread to approximately 16 cities in 

Europe. By January 1, 150 1 there were over 250 centres of the printing trade scattered 

throughout the ~ - e ~ i o n . ~ ~ '  One historia describes the resdt of this new techoology in the 

following tems: 

A man bom in 1453, the year of the fall of Constantinople, could look back fiom 
his fifieth year on a lifetirne in which about eight million books had been printed, 
more perhaps than al1 the scribes of Europe had produced since Constantine 
founded his city in A.D. 333."' 

A brief survey of the social effects of Gutenberg's new mode of communication ia the 1500's 

may provide an indication of what we can anticipate if cyberspace continues to evade the mle of 

law and democratize content-production widiin media culture. 

Elizabeth Eisenstein has documented how the shift "fiom the copyist's desk to the 

p ~ t e r ' s  worksbop" in the reproduction of written materials "revolutionized al1 forms of 

iearning."564 For our purposes it is important to note that this shift was tantamount to a dramatic 

stnictural change in the way symbols flowed through the Europe of the 1500's. The following 

56'HeKi-Jean Martin. The History and Power of Writing, translated by Lydia G. 
Cochrane. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 227. 

S63~ichael  Clapharn. "Printing," A History of Technology, Volume I I ,  edited by E. J. 
Hohyard, A.R Hall and Trevor Williams. (London: Oxford University Press, 1937), 377. 
Eisenstein notes that while both the production by scribes and the printing press is impossible to 
determine accurately, nonetheles, "the fact remains that the initial increase in output [fiom the 
press] did strike contemporary observers as sufficiently remarkable to suggest supematural 
intervention." Elizabeth L. Eisenstein. The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe, 20. 
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briefly examines major points of compmîson between the shift in symbol-flow in the 1500's and 

the curent shift in symbol-flow taking place through cyberspace. 

Eisenstein notes the following social effects of the printing press: the press created easier 

access to more literary ~ o r k s ; ' ~ ~  increased cross-cultural and interdisciplinary inter~hange;'~~ 

contributed to new foms of personal ~elebrity;'~' ended the era of the commentator and 

introduced a new era of intense cross-referen~ing;"~ enabled readers to cover a wider range of 

material much faster than b e f ~ r e ; ' ~ ~  the press substantially deinstitutionalised learning, "'that a 

remarkable amount of innovative work in both schoIarly and scientific fields was done outside 

acadernic centers in the early modem era is often n~ted;"~" it created an avalanche of 'how-to' 

books;'" created new forms of feedba~k; '~ lead to new political forms, "printers, by pursuing 

their own interests, contributed to loosening or severing links with Rome, to nationalist 

sentiment, and to dynastic con~olidation;"~~~ rnoved power from guilds to "bureaucratic 
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of f ic ia ld~m;"~~~ changed political discourse fiom oral to print-based forums;575 lead to "vicarious 

participation in more distant e ~ e n t s ; " ~ ~ ~  created new forms of group identity which competed 

with older localized l ~ y a l t i e s ; ~  enhanced the mass following of leaders;n8 increased 'baditional 

tensions between court and country, crown and estates" through propaganda w a r ~ ; ~ ' ~  the press 

standardized and multiplied images and enhanced individuality, '?he dnve for fame moved into 

high gear; the self-portrait acquired a new permanence, a heightened appreciation of individuaiity 

accompanied standardizati~n,"~~~ printing changed the nature and effect of religious dissent, 

"partly because religious dissent was implernented by print, it could leave a much more indelible 

and far-reaching impression than dissent had ever left bef~re;"~" and finally, printing changed 

the very nature of change itself, "the communications shifi transformeci the nature of the causal 

nexus itself. It is of special historicai significance because it produced fundamental alterations in 

prevailing patterns of continuity and change."s8' 
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While the social effects of the printing press, as outhed above, took decades, and in 

many cases, centuries, to unfold, the very young medium of cyberspace shares many of the 

outlined effects. The growth of fieely available electronic books and scholarly joumals on the 

World Wide Web suggests that cyberspace has the potential to evolve into the preferred mode of 

academic communication. The communication capabilities of the Web also facilitate cross- 

cultural and interdisciplinary interchange by connecting scholars across vast distances and 

enabling interdisciplinary conversations via e-mail conferences. Personal Web pages and media 

focus on Intemet gurus, activists, and hackers suggest that media culture is witnessing a new 

form of celebrity, complete with its own publications such as Wired magazine. The hypertext 

capability of Web pages encourages extensive cross-referencing ('linking') between Web sites 

and online documents. This also enables a wide range of material to be browsed at high speeds. 

One of the characteristics of Web-based literature is the profusion of 'how-to' literature, fiom the 

subversive 'how to make bornbs, dmgs, and so forth7 to 'how-to' advice in al1 rnedical and hobby 

subjects and many professional subject areas. These factors codd lead to M e r  

deinstitutionalising of the learning process. The Ottawa City Council debate over Nike's ethics 

and Web-site material points to the new form of feedback that cyberspace has introduced to 

media culture. The political activity of the Amencan Intemet community surrounding the 1996 

Communications Decency Act (US.) demonstrates that cyberspace enables political action, 

although whether or not it will lead to a new mode of political organization remains to be seen. 

By democratizing access to information, or at least by facilitating information-sharing, 

cyberspace could pctentially undermine bureaucratic monopolies on information. The 

widespread use of e-mail and Web sites for political discussion, satire, and commentary suggests 
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that we may be headed for a bybrid form of political discourse which is both oral and print-based 

withui an electronic medium (particularly as bandwidth increases and e-mail discussions migrate 

to voice mail discussion and 'soap-boxy commentary via the htemet). In 1996, after watching 

the s u  set over the city of New York via a [ive, real-the carnera hooked up to the Web 1 was 

stmck by the Web's s-g of the 'global village' and the vicarious participation in distant 

events which cyberspace enabled through my modem and cornputer screen. It remains to be seen 

if Intemet-based group identities will arise which will compete with other forms of identities. 

Similarly, cyberspace's impact upon the mass following of leaders is largely unknown. 

kLcSpotlight foreshadows intense spy versus spy propagmda wars within cyberspace. The lack 

of content control mechanisms and the decentralized structure of the medium suggests that the 

standardization of images may not arke as a cyberspace-induced effect, although the global 

multiplication of diverse images may characterize the medium. Personal Web pages point to the 

heightened expression of individuality within media culture, whereas personal fame and 

individual expression in mass media has been the experience of very few individuals. The 

Scientology dispute and the extensive commentary on this religion which occurs on the Intemet 

points to the medium's ability to enable religious dissent."' 

These characteristics of cyberspace are not entirely unique to the medium, nor are they 

equally distnbuted among the popuIation but, when taken together, they strongly suggest a 

profound communications shift within media culture. Here it is important to note Eisenstein's 

word of caution regarding the Gutenberg press' still unfolding and unanticipated consequences, 

"Few, if any, of the changes we have outiined could have been predicted. Even with hindsight 

583See the Usenet newsgroup (a form of online discussion group) aZt.reZigionscienio[ogy. 
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they are difficdt to des~ribe."~~' As with the Gutenberg press, the social effects of cyberspace 

c m  aiready be seen as unanticipateci and contradictory. It is highly improbable that the designers 

of ARPANET, the Internet and cyberspace's predecessor, had a clear vision of the social effects 

their new technology would engender. Today the wired future remains equally opaque. 

Eisenstein's clairn that "printing changed the very nature of change itself' is intriguing, but my 

research stops short of making this claim for c y b e r s p a ~ e . ~ ~ ~  Whereas it is unclear that cybeepace 

is inducing change in the 'very nature of change itself it arguably is inducing change in the way 

symbols flow through media culture. A change in symbol-flow probably o d y  impacts upon the 

'directiony and 'speed' of change. As to whether or not cyberspace is changing the nature of 

change, this question lies outside of the scope of my hypothesis and research. 

Cyberspace as a 'Cornmon Pool of Knowledge' 

By way of concluding this chapter the following section develops a cornparison between 

collective rnemory, cyberspace, mass media, and the Dene socialization process as experienced 

by anthropologist Marie-Françoise Guédon. Between 1969 and 1972 Guédon conducted research 

in eastem Alaska among the Dene group knows as the Tetlin.S86 In the course of her fieldwork 

'"Eisenstein. The Printiflg Revolution in Early Modern Europe, 277. 

S86Marie-Françoise Guédon. "Dene Ways and the Ethnographer's Culture," Being 
Change& The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experience, edited by David E. Young and Jean- 
Guy Goulet (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Press, 1994), 39-70. 
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with the Dene Guidon encountered an expenence very similar to that of Mary Douglas' while 

among the LeIe. Guédon's work as an ethnographer began in earnest only after the Dene "made 

it very clear that 1 could not leam about Dene ways of life and language without myselfgrowing 

into this learning."587 As a Young, unmamed female, Guédon discovered that she was being 

treated by the people of Tetlin as if she were a chiid just past p ~ b e r t y . ~ ' ~  Before Guédon could 

learn the ways of the adult Dene she first had to undergo a socialization process which wodd 

teach her how to be a Dene woman. This socialization process consisted of stories, oral texts 

which "were relatively stable over time, in f o m  and content, as long as one stayed withùi the 

same kin g ro~p . " '~~  These stories were usually told to Guédon in response to the 

anthropologist's questions and the stories related by her instmctors were geared to her Level of 

understanding m d  the lesson she was supposed to learn. 

As I grew up, the stories got more complete, the play on words, and the funny or 
sexually explicit details also increased together with the number of stones 
themselves. 1 was thus exposed to several versions of the "same" story, fiom the 
same instmctors, at different points in 

In the same way that the stories and images of mass media socialize consumption practices, 

Guédon found that the Dene stones were a medium through which the Dene way of life was 

ta~ght. '~' These stories conveyed the contents of the Dene collective rnemory and reproduced 



Dene taboos, customs, traditions -- the Dene Ways which the anthropologist would identie as 

culture. 

Whereas media culture localizes coilective knowledge within media systems such as 

public education, film, television, books and so forth, the Dene localize their collective 

knowledge within specific landmarks or Localities which give occasion for reciting a particular 

story. Guédon describes the "acquisition of intimate knowledge of the land" as a paramount 

factor in her own socialization process.sg' 

It was while walking (and navigating) the territory that one reads and rereads 
one's personal history and the history of the whole community, always different, 
always renewed, and yet in richer details than in any printed book ... the travellers, 
whether newcomers, chiidren, or old-tirners, shared an immense pool of the most 
precious knowledge concerning animals of course, but also concerning aU the 
non-human powers of the land and the atmosphere ... My instmctors did not seem 
to separate the stones fiom the landscape -- both were equally meaningful.593 

For the Dene, the technology which embodied their collective mernory was the land itself. For 

the consumer and audience member of media culture, the technology of collective memory is the 

mass media. The difference in technologies of collective memory leads to a critical difference in 

how the comrnunity shares in the contents of this memory. This technological diEerence 

between the Dene Ways and media culture will serve to highlight a key social dynamic of 

cyberspace. 

The Dene mode of communication can be described as an oral technology of rnemory- 

and knowledge-sharing rooted in the land. The universal participation in story-telling ensures 

that the Dene's body of knowledge, their collective mernory, is maintained and reproduced 

'''fi id., 45-46. 

S931bid., 46-47. 



through t ime because knowledge is not confined to a few individu al^.^^^ Everyone seeks 

knowledge and everyone is equally a source of knowledge, "Unilineal transmission from teacher 

to pupil is not typical of Dene learning ... the Dene have access to a pool of knowledge fiom 

which everyone draws according to n e e d ~ . " ~ ~ ~  In this way the Dene ensure that their common 

pool of knowledge is preserved anci tran~rnitted?~~ 

The Dene collective mernory, their common pool of knowledge, provides a metaphor for 

cyberspace as a new technology of collective mernory within media culture. Cyberspace 

provides its users with equal access to a globalized pool of common knowledge. The intense 

cultural debate which has &sen in reaction to the growth of cyberspace is a direct result of the 

new level of access to knowledge Intemet users now experience. Ln media culture under the 

control of mass media systems knowledge is rated accordhg to its perceived harmfulness. State 

censorship within media systems and public education systems act to gear exposure to 

knowledge to the appropriate stage of socialization (typically rneasured by age). Cyberspace has 

given rise to intense danger and pollution fears within media culture because it lacks the 

insututionalized control mechanisms which norrnally dictate who gets exposed to what 

knowledge. Thus cyberspace represents a new mode of communication, or a new technology of 

S94Guédon cites magical songs as the only exception to the cornmon body of knowledge. 
Ibid., 51. 

596~uédon notes that the Dene do not conceive of knowledge as isolated information, 
ccdivorced fkom its application and its natural and social environment." For the Dene, knowledge 
is a relational process between the iearner, the teacher, and the enviionment. Ibid. 
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collective memory, which does not fit with the socialkation processes operative within media 

culture. 

The Dene h e  their common pool of knowledge with a notion of individual 

responsibility for one's thoughis. Among the Dene thoughts are assmed to shape reality. 

Thoughts are themselves a form of communication and therefore have consequences when heard 

and acted upodg7 This revelation came to Guédon only after more than 10 years of being 

socialized by the Dene. Guédon realized that among the Dene her very own thoughts mattered, 

"They mattered to the community, to the family, to the living things around One c m  

surmise that it is this notion of responsibility to the community for one's thought, and therefore 

the individual quest for knowledge, that protects the integrity of the cornmon pool of knowledge. 

Individual responsibility for one's thoughts make institutionalized control and censorship of 

knowledge unnecessilrry. 

Cyberspace can be compared to the Dene's technology of collective memory. The Dene 

cornmon pool of knowledge may be an indication of cyberspace's emerging social role. 

Cyberspace provides a globalized virtual landscape where millions of users leave their stories 

and draw from the stories of others. The intense pollution fears surrounding cyberspace are a 

reaction to the lack of a cohesive notion of responsibility among users and the failure of 

traditional means of knowledge control to regdate content within this vimial landscape. Mary 

Douglas' cultural theory confirms Marie-Française Guédon's observation that thoughts can 

powerfully affect the social order, for thoughts, when cornmunicated, becorne shared meanings, 
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symbols that participate in the CO-creation of social reality. Under mass media the owners o f  the 

media systems bear the burden of responsibility for the symbols/meanings/thoughts which flow 

through media culture. Under cyberspace individuals will need to lem collective responsibility 

for the thoughts they are disseminating and the social order this new technology of collective 

memory is creating. 



Summary 

Thus far 1 have argued that mass media and cyberspace are stnictunlly distinct symbol- 

producing systems which are differentiated by v-irtue of the degree of élite control over content. 

Within mass media the élite exercise considerable control over content due to their ownership of 

media systems and their privileged access to law as a con t rohg  force. Within cyberspace the 

élite have failed to establish monopolistic ownership and the privilege of content control which 

such ownership normally entails. My analysis also indicates that law fiequently fails to exzrcise 

substantial control over content within cyberspace. 

Given the failure of media pedagogy to provide an adequate means of self-defense agziinst 

m a s  media's defrnitional influence and colonization of the audience's Wnd, this chapter 

examined cyberspace's potential as a form of alternative world-making within media cuIture. As 

cyberspace has thus fat evaded the definitional controI of the élite (as exercised via ownership 

and law) 1 have suggested that its flow of alternative symbols and cosmologies potentially 

undermines mass media's role in the reproduction of the economic system. The largely uniform 

image of social reality which mass media portrays is fiagmented within the realm of cyberspace. 

The effect of this fragmentation can be explained at the theoretical level through the processes of 

collective mernory. The unconstrained flow of alternative symbols withh cyberspace potentially 

undermines the legitimacy and credibility of the economic system's centrd values. From the 

perspective of Thomas Kuhn's theory of scientific revoIutions, cyberspace provides for the 

massive accumulation of symbolic anomalies within media culture, anomalies which throw into 
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question the answers provided within the econornic system's dominant social ordering of shared 

r e a l i t ~ . ' ~ ~  

The potential for cyberspace to provide the symbolic matenal for the creation of 

alternative social worlds coexists with the potential for this novel medium to be used as a form of 

surveillance and increased social control, as characterized by the metaphor of the panopticon. 

This surveillance capability is accessible to both the masses and the élite and thus cannot be said 

to negate the potential subversive capabilities of the medium. Reflexivity, as a form of feedback, 

provides an indication of how cyberspace may change the very natuce of élite-owned mass media 

systems by virtue of these élite systems responding to symbol-flow within cyberspace. 

Cybeepace can be described as re-conftguring media systems which pre-date its appearance, as 

these systems refl exively respond to the social use of cyberspace itself- The Gutenberg press 

provides an indication of how the introduction of a new mode of communication c m  impact 

upon the social order, but historical cornparisons are of limited use as the social context of then 

versus now is so drarnaticdly different direct parallels are difficult to draw. 1 conclude that 

cyberspace represents a new technology of collective memory (symbol-mediation) and that this 

new technology exhibits strong parallels to the form of collective rnemory found within the oral- 

based communication 'technology' of the Dene. In the Conclusion wlich follows I will reflect 

on the possibility of cyberspace redefining the limits to thought and thus reconfiguring the nature 

of media culture's social order. 

S99Thomas Kuhn. The Shucture of Scientifc Revolutions, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1962, reprinted 1970). 



Conciusion: A New Medium, A New Message 

L have attempted to mode1 the definitional nature of mass niedia and cyberspace by 

examining these global systems Corn the perspective of a co~~lfllunicative theory of culture, as 

embodied in collective rnemory processes. A survey of the past forty years of media sociology 

by James Curran reveals a distinct lack of cultural theory in use within the analysis of mass 

communications? Given the fact that cultural theory, such as is seen in the work of Mary 

Douglas, has been gradually developing over this same period, it comes as no surprise that these 

two relatively new fields have not yet been Wly integrated. This suggests that the next period of 

media studies will involve much more use of cultural theory and so develop a greater 

sophistication in describing the global audience's context as well as  local cultural processes 

which fiame the definitional systems of media c u l t ~ r e . ~ '  The growing number of ethnographie 

media studies is perhaps the begiming of this new theoretical perspe~tive.~~' 

'O0   am es Curran. "Rethinking Mass Communications ." Culiziral Studies and 
Com~nzrnica~ion, edited by James Curran, David Morley and Valerie Wdkerdine. (London: 
Arnold, 1996), 119-1 65. 

601For a helpful survey of the past half cenhiry of media studies, and a debate over how to 
inteipret the history of this field, see James Curran, "The New Revisionisrn in Mass 
Communications Research: A Reappraisal," (256-278); David Morley, "Populism, Revisionism 
and the 'New' Audience Research," (279-293); James Curran, "Media Dialogue: A Reply," (294- 
299); and David Morley, "Media Dialogue: Reading the Readings of the Readings ...," (300-305) 
in Cultural Studies and Communications, edited by James Curran, David Morley and Valerie 
Walkerdine- 

602~nthropologist Philip Car1 SaInnan claims that there is a general lack of 
anthropological studies which focus on media systems. See Salzman, "The Electronic Trojan 
Horse," 197. This void is quickly being filled by current media ethnography. 



Religion, Mass Media, and Cyberspace 

Peter Beyer has asked what the globalization of communication implies for religion and 

for the task of religious leaders and ~ r ~ a n i z a t i o n s . ~ ~ ~  Beyer suggests that the globaiization of 

society "provides fertile ground for the renewed public intluence of religion?" This analysis of 

the cultural communicative processes at work within mass media and cyberspace has provided an 

indication of the possibilities and lùnits to the public influence of religion within media culture. 

My- description of the definitional control of mass media suggests that religion will only 

have public influence through mass media under two conditions; through adaptation to the values 

of the economic system or through massive media ownership. If the values of a particular 

religion or religious group are synonymous with the values of the economic system, then these 

religious values will be represented within the monopolized and bounded cosmology of mass 

media. The history of American televangelism provides an example of how religious values will 

adapt to the values implicit within the economic system which controls mass media. By using 

mass media, religion tends toward the adoption of the values md assumptions implicit within the 

media system. If a religious group gains ownership of a sufnciently large global mass media 

system, then the group would gain access to a degree of dennitional control withùi the 

globalization of society. As globalized media systems cany multi-billion dollar price tags it is 

thus unlikely that any one religion will gain renewed public influence simply through massively 

increased ownership of media systems. 

603Peter F. Beyer. ccPrivatization and the Public Influence of Religion in Global Society," 
Global Culture: Nationalism, GlobaZizution and Modernity, edited by Mike Featherstone. 
(London: Sage, 1990), 373-395.' 



Cyberspace changes the dynamic of globalized public influence h m  a matter of 

ownership over the means of definitional control to a matter of degree and nature of participation 

within the global wired community. At this early stage in its history, it is impossible to measure 

the definitionai impact that cyberspace exercises upon the audience within media culture. 

Nonetheless, one can imagine that if a globalized religion with millions of members engages 

cyberspace as a c o m m ~ c a t i o n  medium, then over time this would lead to a degree of public 

ifluence. While it is yet impossible to speculate on the degree of public influence that 

cyberspace will realize, whether for religions, corporations, or private individuals, it is certainly 

possible that cyberspace will continue to evolve into a social force within the global arena. The - 
history of Scientology on the Intemet suggests that the degree of public influence wili not be 

solely a matter of the degree of participation. As with mass media, cyberspace appears to have a 

dominant value system, one focused on fieedom of expression and communal ownership of 

property (content). If a religion enters into cyberspace and acts in opposition to the widely- 

shared value of fiee speech, then it appears highly probable that the religion wiU face an 

organized backlash against its presence within cyberspace. This was clearly the case with 

Scientology and the Internet comrnunity. It may be the case that, whereas mass media's value 

system is rooted in private property and law, cyberspace's value system is rooted in public 

property and the blatant disregard for laws goveming content. Whether or not information itself 

wants to be fiee, cyberspace c e r t d y  encourages its liberation fiorn the constraints of private 

ownership and law. The religion that gains the greatest public influence in the age of globalized 

communication systems rnay prove to be the one(s) that most closely emulates the dominant 

value system emerging within cyberspace. If these values prove to be communal ownership and 
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freedom of expression, then cyberspace may provide the grounds for a renewed global religion 

which directly confronts the values implicit within the economic system and proselytized through 

m a s  media. 

The Subversion of the Econornic System 

1 have argued that the economic system is a system of globalized definitional control 

which requires the monopolization of symbois within media culture. Mass media is one of these 

monopolizing systerns which exercise def5nïtionai control at the level of local culture. One of the 

defining characteristics of cyberspace arises when it is compared to the structure or mode of mass 

media. Whereas mass media severely constrains the audience's ability to communicate through 

or produce content within mass media systems, cyberspace enables the wired audience both to 

communicate and to produce content in a manner Iargely unconstrained by the owners and 

producers of mass media systems. Cyberspace thus undermines the control of syrnbol-flow 

exercised by mass media. 

I have described mass media as a process within media culture which creates the 

necessary conditions for the economic system. These necessary conditions are the 

'management', 'engineering', and 'rnanufacturing' (use the metaphor of your choice!) of a mass 

public which engages in d o m  behaviour patterns. These patterns are much broader than the 

everyday occurrence of consumption trends within the marketplace. Mass media is implicated in 
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every meaning, value, and beliefwhich circulates within the social worids of media c ~ i t u r e . ~ ~ ~  

Mass media is here seen as the communicative process of the economic system. 

Just as we c m  speak of the state as monopolizing the means to violence, so it is also 

possible to use the metaphor of the current economic system as that ~vhich aises out of the 

monopolization of the means of global communication. The monopolization is by no means total 

but is sufficient to ensure that production and consumption can be coordinated on a global scale. 

On a global level mass behaviour patterns c m  be descnbed as saturated with the irnplicit 

meanings cornmunicated through mass media. It is difficult to conceive of an individuai who 

owns a car but is never affected by the marketplace of cars - old cars, new cars, inexpensive or 

expensive cars, and so on. Every good is implicated in a value system which is substantially 

influenced by mass media's controlled symbol-flow. 

Collective rnemory allows us to mode1 how media systems with substantially 

differentiated structural characteristics, such as monopoIistic and bounded (mass media) versus 

democratic and unbounded (cyberspace), impact upon the social control of thought and 

behaviour within a globalized cultural system. The control of the flow of symbols, which is also 

the control of meanhg within the social world, is an issue of defitionai control over the 

fiarnework of shared social reality. Collective memory enables us to describe the implications of 

a mode of communication upon the mode of world-making. 

60SMarshail Sahlins likewise speaks of a dominant site of symbolic production within 
contemporary society, a site "which supplies the major idiom of other relations and activities. 
One can thus speak of a pnviieged institutional locus of the symbolic process, whence emanates 
a classificatory grid irnposed upon the total culture" Culture and Practical Reason, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1 W 6 ) ,  2 1 1. 



Final Reflections on Media Culture 

How do we resist the economic system's socialization process of definitional control? I 

have aiready cnticized the resistance strategies of education (media pedagogy) as well as 

increased government regulation as failing to address directly the control which uitimately 

derives fiom élite ownership of mass media systems. A third possible strategy of resistance 

seeks to use the mass media for disseminating messages which attempt to subvert the symbols 

and undennine the values of the economic system. This third strategy is seen in the actions of 

the Adbuster organization's (www.adbusters.org) various attempts at buying advertising tiae on 

US. national television stations in 1997. One of these ads, entitled "Buy Nothing Day" and 

produced for television distribution, encourages consumers to stop consuming so much. The ad 

was rejected by the CBS and NBC television networks. Richard Gitter, vice-president of 

advertising standards at General Electric's NBC network, explained their refusal to sel1 air-the 

for the 30-second "Buy Nothing Day" advertisement in the following terms: "We don? want to 

take any advertking that's inimical to our legitïmate business inter est^."^^^ The CBS network, 

owned by the corporate giant, Westinghouse Electric Corporation (whick is also a major weapons 

manufacturer), also refused the "Buy Nothing Day" advertisement because it is, in theh opinion, 

"in opposition to the curent econornic policy in the United States."607 

Adbuster's general failure to purchase television air-time for advertisements which 

question the values of the economic system suggests that there are very real limitations to a 

606Robert Berner. "A Holiday Greeting Networks Won't Air: Shoppers are "Pigs"," The 
Wall Streef Journal, November 2 8, 1 997, A 1. 
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resistance strategy which attempts to use élite-owned mass media systems for 'anti-advertising' 

campaigns directed against the current economic system. Resistance enacted through the 

economic system's privately-owned dennitional system will be limited by the same controllhg 

forces which limited Adbuster's access to m a s  media. If it is to be effective, resistance cannot 

be based on using m a s  media to undermine the dominant messages of mass media It wodd be 

like breaking into someone's house and asking to borrow their gun so you c m  redis~bute their 

private property. Not only does this resistance strategy nui up against some serious economic 

self-interest within mass media systems, it dso  enhances the legitimacy of m a s  media. 

Alternative content, such as cultural-resistance messages, would only serve to give the overali 

system of mass media an appearance of increased critical perspective, educational value, and 

legitimacy . 

Increased or better education, regdation, or direct engagement and participation within 

mass media are highly flawed strategies of resistance to the econornic system's pervasive 

definition control. Opting out is not an option, as the entire global context is, to one degree or 

another, connected through the economic system's processes, institutions, and definitionai 

systems. 1 suspect that the stnictural change in symbol-flow, as heralded by cyberspace, b ~ g s  

with it the potential for new media resistence strategies. An inventory of current uses of the 

lnternet for resisting the values and meanings of the economic system would shed light on the 

potential of cyberspace for cultural subversion or redefinition of collectively-shared reality- 

hmeworks. 1 have examined three strategies of resistance, (1) moving and multiply ing 

redefïned symbols (content or images) through cyberspace (faster than the legal process, as seen 

with Barbie); (2) changing the status of privately-owned content, such as sacred texts, fiom the 
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status of private property to the status of 'public domain' community property by massive 

duplication and near-instantaneous redistribution within cyberspace via the World Wide Web 

and e-mail; and (3) using cyberspace to bring the resources needed to document and cnticize a 

situation, organization, or institution, as seen h the case of the unethical practices of a 

multinational corporation, such as McDonaldYs. These three strategies of cultural resistance have 

had oniy minimal impact upon media culture. But it may only be a matter of time before a 

challenging message is nailed on some vimial Wittenberg door and, as a result, media culture 

accomodates a new symbol-set and a novel social order. 

In light of the tremendous and all-encompassing socialization power of privately-owned 

definitional systems such as mass media, the issue of cultural or media resistance may prove to 

be one of the most urgent social issues of contemporary society. There are good reasons to 

believe that the past one hundred years of mass socialization through communication 

technologies such as printing, radio, film, and television only foreshadows a rnuch darker future 

where definitional control is far more effective, as a result of the movement fiom analog 

communication technologies to digital technologies, and as a result of increased corporatz 

influence in areas such as education, government, and public institutions. As the latter issue of 

the corporate takeover of the public sphere has been weil-addressed by social theorists such as 

Herbert Schiller, N o m  Chomslq, and John Ralston Saul, my comments will focus on the current 

changes in communication technology and their probable impact upon corporate defintiond 

control. 
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Communication technologies are moving fiom analog systems to digital s y ~ t e r n s . ~ ~ ~  This 

transformation will allow the owners of mass communication systems to gather highly-detailed 

information about the viewing habits and consumption patterns of both mass and micro 

audiences. It is unlikely that governments will enact senous irnpediments to this data-gathering 

process. [t is easy to imagine that greater precision in modelhg consumption and viewing 

patterns will lead to greater dennitional control. While the details of this argument necessarily 

remain beyond the scope of this analysis, it is not measonable to argue that, in a highly- 

interconnected digital world, mechanisms of social control will prove to be far more effective 

than has been witnessed in this first century of electronic communication technology. At the 

very least, a hemeneutic of suspicion demands that we question and scrutinize the claims being 

made by high-tech gurus that the coming digital, interconnected world, epitornized in U.S. Vice- 

President Al Gore's 'Information Superhighway,' d l  substantially improve the quality of Iife 

and the effectiveness of democracy. 

Media theonst Demck De Kerckhove provides a curent example of high-tech gurus that 

display a politically naïve mode1 of business and technology. De Kerckhove claims that business 

"obeys laws that are consistent and universal ... business is a self-adjusting and self-balancing 

system of technology transfer. By and large, it seems to be good for us."609 De Kerckhove 

appears to continue Marshall McLuhan's psychologizing tendency when he claims that 

'OSSee Nicholas Negroponte. Being Digital, (New York: Alfied A. Knopf, 1995). 

6 0 9 ~ e m c k  De Kerckhove. The Skin of Culture: Investigutingthe New Elec~onic  Realiîy, 
(Toronto: Somerville House, 1995), 188. 



"television talks primarily to the body, not to the mind.'"'o De Kerckhove coins the tenn 

ccpsychotechnology'' to define television's role as a "collective imagination .. a consensualy 

electronic teledem~cracy."~" Here we see again a lack of critical political awareness, for as rny 

analysis has suggested, television c m  hardly be described as dernocratic or consensual. It is a 

tool which the élite use to control social reality. It is no more representative of the public mind 

than the Globe and Mail is. To lose sight of the poiiticd and economic imbaiance in m a s  media 

systems is to abandon critical theory. 

A digital media culture largely owned and operated by private commercial interest should 

be the subject of widespread alarm and concem among the 'body politicy but it is not. In place of 

this possible focus for public concem we find repeated attention paid by media to the possible 

dangers of a cyberspace which lies outside the control of govemment regdation and the 

influence of market forces such as pnvatization and monopolization. The economic self-interest 

of m a s  media is a sufficient explmation for the intense pollution and danger fears surrounding 

cyberspace which are represented iu media d i sco~rse .~ '~  In light of the present monopoly over 

socialization that is held by the economy's definitional systerns I fmd it difficult to agree with 

Mary Douglas' daim that a major social problem of the present is the iack of cornmitment 

6 " ~ h e  root of the danger fears surrounding cyberspace is the challenge posed by 
cyberspace to the economic system's control over a collective representation of social reality. 
Mary Douglas claims that "Hostility and a sense of threat are a sign that collective 
representations are at work" (Douglas. Risk and BZame. 160). 
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among the masses to a common set of syrnbo~s.~" The consuming masses within the economic 

system give e v e l  appearance of being f d y  entrenched within the symbois and values which 

dominate mass media. Lack of mass commiûnent to a common set of syrnbols is merely a 

symptom -- the actual problern is the Lack of ownership and control by the masses over the 

mechanisrns of mass socialization. 

It would be a mistake to assume that the economic system's values and the 

monopoiization of mass defiitionai systems, such as mass media, are forever destined to remain 

under the control of the élite. Media theorist Harold Innis has suggested that "monopolies of 

knowledge had developed and declined partly in relation to the medium of communication on 

which they were b~ilt."~" Could it be possible that a rnonopolized economic system is 

fùndamentally undennined by the de-monopolization of symbol-flow which is occuring within 

cyberspace? 

Here I am suggesting that the economic system is facing a loss of monopoly over its 

Legitimating cosmology. This loss of monopoly is similar to what happened to religious 

institutions7 eroded monopoly within contemporary industrial societies. Sociologist Thomas 

Luckmann has descnbed the character of religious institutions as being "radically transformed by 

the loss of monopoly in defining the sacred This loss of monopoly over symbol-flow 

(a shared cosmology) resulted in the failme of religious institutions to transmit what Luckmann 

6'4~arold Innis. Empire and Communication, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950), 3.  

615 Thomas Luckrnann. The invisible Religion: The Problem of Religion in Modern 
Society, (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 107. 
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calls an ccobligatory model of 1 am suggesting that cyberspace represents the early 

stages of a similar loss of monopoly over a shared cosmos, in this case the economic system's 

transmission of an almost-obligatory model of social order. The economy is a media-dependent 

system, it depends on mass media for the socialkation of mass consumption. Cyberspace is 

Cagmenting the controlled sy mbol-flo w within media culture and this fragmentation represents 

the possible de-monopolization of the economic system's legitimating and socializing 

cosmology. Religious institutions provide a historical parallel for the eagmentation of an 

obligatory and monopolized cosmology. 

Early in the book of Genesis (1 1 :1-9), nght after the story of Noah and the flood, there 

appears a story, in anthropological terminology; a myth. This myth speaks of a time when the 

entire world shared the same language. Using what rnay have been a new technology, baked 

bricks, this people with one language, the descendants of Noah, decided to coordinate their 

actions and together build a city with a tower. They did this to make a name for themselves and 

to prevent themselves fiom being scattered over the face of the earth. One day a divine being, 

the Lord, visits to see what the descendants of Noah are up to. Seeing the city and its tower 

reaching up to the heavens, the Lord concludes that "If as one people speaking the same language 

they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be imp~ssible."~" The idea of 

Noah's descendants being able to achieve anything they plan to do proves to be too much for the 

Lord. So the Lord decides to confuse their language and create misunderstanding among the 

6'7"~enesis," The Bible, New International Version, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Zondervan, 1978), 64. 
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people. With this divine act that creates multiple languages, construction on the tower of Babel 

cornes to a halt and the descendants of Noah migrate throughout the entire world. 

From the perspective of contemporary society, this myth expresses a tremendous fear 

towards one of the more common visions of our collective future -- a global village where 

everyone is in one way or another connected to each other. To read the subtext of today's 

prevalent technological vision is to retum to the dream of the tower of Babel. High-tech 

companies such as IBM and Microsoft use the theme of global comectedness in their advertising 

as a metaphor for the promise of their communications products. The promise of the idolized 

"lnformation Superhighway' is complete connectivity -- wherever you go you will still be 

connected to the homestead and the workplace. But this vision of the fbture is iess than perfect- 

The central historical dilemma of communication systems is their tendency to succurnb to 

monopolization within the empires of the élite. While the original meaning of the tower of Babel 

has been lost in the rnists of time, it is possible the myth of Genesis was telling a story about the 

problem of empire and communication. With a unified communication system such as a 

common language the myth suggests that nothing would be impossible to human beings while 

also implying that it is good for hurnan organizations to have lirnits. Could it be that the 

prevalent metaphors of a high-tech communications society -- the lnformation Superhighway and 

the Global Village it creates -- are modem versions of this ancient myth -- the tower of Babel 

and one common language? While the corporate world is busy building its tower of Babel, an 

improved, giobalized co~ll~llunication system which will create a fully-interconnected Global 

Village, the descendants of Noah are also at work in cyberspace creathg a vimial landscape 

filled with thousands of languages and millions of stories. Thus the two forces at work in the 
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myth of Babel are still with us today -- the forces of monolithic communication systems and the 

divesity of human tongues and multiple tnbes. 

As the World Wide Web, the multimedia area of cyberspace, is still less than five years 

old, it is thus pure speculation to project the findings of my analysis into the future. The 

radicdized fi-eedom of expression which now characterizes cyberspace faces market forces of 

privatization and monopolization, and these global forces are capitalized with billions of dollars 

in their war chests. n iese  forces also have privileged access to govemment officiais and public 

institutions. Much depends on whether or not the corporate takeover of the public sphere 

continues and how legal systems respond to acts of property redistribution and cultural 

appropriation within cyberspace. Edward L. Bemays, a pioneer in the use of public relations and 

propaganda techniques, suggested in 1928 that mass media creates "an invisible govemment 

which is the true d i n g  power" of ~mer ica .6 '~  My analysis of mass media suggests that Bernays' 

initial observation of the role of mass media in organizing the habits and opinions of the masses 

was indeed correct. On tbis Noam Chomsky has had the tind word, "The Pentagon is not going 

to give people as a gift a technique for free communication which undermines the major media; 

if it's going that way it will be because of struggle, like any other victory for f ieed~rn."~ '~ 

Mary Douglas draws a direct comection between our fieedom to thuik and our 

communication systems when she suggests that the "fiee expression of our faculties is limited by 

'18~dward L. Bernays. Propaganda, 9. 

6i9Rosie Cross and Chris Mountford. "Manufacturing Dissent An InteMew with N o m  
Chomsky," 21C: The Magazine ofthe 21st Century, Volume 2,1995,18. 
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the media of expres~ion."~" If control and ownership of a primaiy medium of expression such as 

mass media lie in the hands of a few, then it is highly probable that o u  fiee expression is aiso 

implicated in the control and ownership of mass definitionai systems. Within media culture the 

social control of thought is achieved and globalized through the structural control of mass media- 

To an as yet unknown degree, cyberspace bas redefmed the limits of mass media's definitional 

control. How this globalized le& within the definitional system changes the nature of media 

culture's reality-fiamework will be deterrnined by how the newly available symbol-sets of 

cyberspace are put to use withïn the social worlds of local cultures. The medium has changed 

and the message is unknown. 



Appendix A: Issues in Culture Theory and Media Theory 

Implicit or explicit within every andysis of rnass media is a theory of culture -- an 

understanding of social interactiod2' Cultural theory plays a critical role in evaluating media 

effe~ts.~" Within co~~~lllunication studies, a debate rages over m a s  media's impact upon 

individual and group (or mass) behaviour. The debate is not isolated from other issues but stands 

entwined with differing conceptions of culture? The debate over mass media's nature and 

impact tends to suffer fiom ill-defined conceptions of culture or worse, implicit assumptions 

6"In Living Room Vars, media theorist Ien Ang notes that "one of the most significant 
trends in contemporary communication studies" is the interest in culture. h g  descnbes her 
approach to communication studies as 'reception analysis' which explores "the ways in which 
people actively and creatively make their own meanings and create their own culture, rather thm 
passively absorb pregiven meanings imposed upon them." Ang stresses the point that audience 
interpretations and uses of media texts and technologies are not mereiy an individual 
psychological process but are essentialiy a politicized cultural process. The focus of h g ' s  
media theory is the communications industry conceived of in the broadest terms as the 
"transnational markets and transnational distribution systems" which provide the audience for 
diverse media products (film and television, press and publishing, music and idea). Ien h g ,  
Living Room Wars, 133-137. 

6''James W. Carey notes that a branch of communication studies which he refers to as the 
"effects tradition" s a e r e d  under utilitarianism as a mode1 for human action. It should be clear 
that Carey's suggestion that we "abandon the effects traditiony3 does not mean that we no longer 
contemplate the effect of cyberspace and mass media fiom the perspective of cultural theory (nor 
does Carey suggest doing so). Words such as 'effect', 'structure', 'rnass', 'order', and even 
'culture' should not be abandoned in the name of the evacuation of theones fiom the rubble of 
the past. Carey. Communication as Culture, 93. 

6"For an example of the debate within anthropology over the cultural construction of 
reality, see "Human Worlds are Culturally Constructed," in Key Debates in Anthropology. 
(London: Routledge, 1996). 99-146. On communication and culture Raymond Williams says 
this: "Any real theory of communication is a theory of community," Czrlture and Society: 1780- 
1950,313. 
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about culture. One of the goals of this dissertation is to demonstrate how a mode1 of culture, as 

embodied in collective memory, informs the analysis of mass media's impact upon the social 

world. To illustrate this point this section briefly explores how Mering conceptions of culture 

create a contrasting analysis of mass media within media theonsts Ien h g ' s  LNNtg Room Mars 

and James W. Carey7 s Communication as Culture: Essays opz Media and Society. As will be 

seen, the heart of the issue is the extent of culture's role in imposing order upon a chaotic 

universe, 

In Living Room Wnrs Ang h d s  fault with Carey's emphasis on "ritual order and conzrnon 

culture'""' which she finds in Carey's Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Socieîy, 

(1 989, reprinted by Routledge in 1992). h g  suggests that Carey's mode1 of communication 

"reproduces the assurnption of capitalist modernity as a universal civili~ation."~~ Carey appears 

to be guilty of the ultimate fdacy  in the eyes of postmodem media theory -- the suggestion that a 

"common culture" continues to exist? Here Ang is referring to Carey's proposal that recasting 

the study of c o ~ ~ u n i c a t i o n  in terms of a ritual model wouid "give us a way in which to rebuild a 

model of and for communication of some restorative value in reshaping o u -  cornmon ~ulture."~'~ 

Carey clearly assumes a common culture which can be restored and reshaped through betîer 

media theory and praxis. Ang replies to Carey's suggestion by questioning whether or not a 

comrnon culture "cm be created in the ever-expanding and extremely differentiated social realify 

624~ng .  Living Room Wars, 166. 

6 3 ~ i d  

6'6Bid. 

627 Carey. Communication as Culture, 34-35. 
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constructed by capitalist rn~demity.''~'~ The roots of h g ' s  criticism are to be found in her 

understanding of contemporary reality which she describes as a c'totdized yet hdamentally 

dispersed world-system of capitalist posmiodemity.y'629 According to h g ,  capitaiist 

postrnodernity d e s  out the possibility of a cornmon culture. It is unfortunate that neither Ang 

nor Carey are explicit in their understanding of what constitutes a 'cornmon culture'. Here 1 

assume they intend a system of shared values and rneauings. This dispute between Carey and 

Ang provides a poignant example of how theories of media are dependent upon theories of 

culture. Carey's notion of culture rests upon dynarnics of order and widely-shared 

commonalities, while Ang's notion of culture emphasizes indetemiinacy and chaos. Ang's 

media theory provides an opportunity to bnefly explore how poststnictural theory, as embodied 

in h g ' s  Living Room Wars, is not necessarily at odds with an understanding of order, structure, 

and mass or comrnon meaning as found in Mary Douglas' cultural theory. 

Media Cuiture -- Modern or Psstmodern? 

Within communication studies the debate over mass media fkequently focuses upon order 

versus chaos, shared meaning versus ambiguity, and sirnilar opposing descriptions of the nature 

of the emerging social order. My mode1 of m a s  media and culhile attempts to include chaos, 

ambiguity , uncertainty , indetermioacy , and order, structure, clarity and constraint. A cornparison 

of Ang's description of postmodemity with Douglas' theory of culture suggests that both 

6'8~ng. Living Room Wars, 166. 

629fiid., 168. 
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perspectives share rnuch in common but differ in emphasis. This daerence in emphasis can be 

seen surroundhg Ang's discussion of chaos in the social world. 

Ang describes communication as fündamentaliy pro blematic within conternporary 

culture, which she equates with postmodern culture. Failure to communicate is the n o m  within 

capitalist postmodernity where she locates "radical indeterminacy of rneanh~g."~'~ Society for 

h g  is a chaotic system, "a complex kind of order ... a system bom out of the precarious 

structuration of chaos."631 

It is difficult to determine to exactly what extent Ang sees meaning as indeterminate 

across the social world. She clearly relates indeterminacy of meaning to the limits, or perhaps 

the end, of social ~rder .~"  For h g ,  society is a partially closed system with a partial establishing 

of order and a "partial fixing of meanings and identities." O3 Ang defmes capitalist 

postmodernity as a "systemic force" which ccencourages social disintegration" through the 

injection of chaos which constantly Lurks "behind any institution of order." But this definition of 

global culture as capitalist postmodernity fails to account for Douglas' anthropological 

perspective whicl: sees chaos as a historical constant upon which any social group strives to 

impose order through the processes of classification.634 When considered as the potential for the 

6 3 2 ~ n g  says this: "The idea of indeterminacy of meaning ... does away with any notion of 
socid order." fiid., 1 72. 

6'4~ouglas. How Instilutiuns Think. 
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dissolution of shared values and classifications, chaos may well be a constant feature of cultures 

throughout time. If this is so then capitalist modemity, post or otherwise, needs to be 

characterized by something more unique than the systemic possibility of social disintegration. 

Wble 1 r e c o D ~ z e  that Douglas' cultural theory is rooted in the structural legacy of 

Durkheim I suggest that, nonetheless, Douglas' theorizing of culture and communication is not 

entirely incompatible with poststnicturai media theory such as h g ' s .  For Douglas, the social 

world is rife with arnbiguity, collective action (and the collective meaniog it implies) is highly 

problematic and unstable, the social world arises out of an un-ordered, chaotic universe, and 

whatever comrnon meanings, categories, or values do exist are the subject of an ongohg cultural 

debate over the very order of ~ociety.~~'  In this analysis of mass media systems 1 have attempted 

to balance the indetemiinacy of meaning, which at least partially describes the global context of 

the mass media audience, with Douglas' mode1 of culture which insists upon shared irnplicit 

meanings undemeath the structure of everyday social intercourse (Chapter One). 

h g  describes capitalist postmodemity as promoting chaos and indeterminacy through the 

"fixing and unfi~xing of meanings and identities" which encourages the "dominant to feverishiy 

step up both the intensity and range of their ordering practi~es."~'~ Her description of the 

'dominant' and their 'ordering practices' suggests that mass media is implicated in the creation 

of a cornmon set of values and meanings. Yet her suggestion that resistance within media culture 

should be replaced with uncertainty and ambiguity does not pay sufficient homage to the 

635Do~glas says this: "flux and disorder are more probable in social life than order." 
Douglas. "Culture and Collective Action," 48. 

636Amg. Living Room Waiq 178. 
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definitional power of mass media within the context of everyday e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . 6 ~ ~  I have argued 

that mass media's idluence over the symbols in use within everyday life rnakes the issue of 

indeterminacy of rneaning susceptible to overstating the extent of ambiguity within media 

culture. By elevating the role of chaos and indeterminacy h g ' s  poststructuralist media theory 

borders on losing its critical stance. Indeterminacy of rneaning within mass media is constrained 

by the ordering processes of culture. Douglas' cultural theory provides a way to describe mass 

media's symbols as thoroughly fiamed by limited indeterminacy. 

In his overview of evolving methods in audience sttidies David Morley outlines the 

various theoretical models of audience response to mass media? Morley identifies the hem of 

the matter when he suggests that a media model must strike a balance between interpreting media 

texts as having a strictly determllied rneaning which imposes itself on al1 of the audience, and 

interpreting media texts as completely open to any possible rneaning~.~~' Cultural theory 

provides a method of arriving at this balance between structure and chaos. Cultural theory opens 

the context of media analysis beyond the Limiting horizon of just one individual interacting with 

just one text. Morley proposes that, with regard to television viewing, the "appropriate mode of 

analysis" must move beyond the individual to include the family or household as the unit of 

c o n s ~ m ~ t i o n . ~ ~ ~  Without rejecting this approach, the cultural theory used herein suggests that 

638~avid  Morley. "Changing Paradigms in Audience Studies." In Rernote Conirol: 
Television, Audiences and CuZturuZ Power, edited by Ellen Seiter, Hans Borchers, Gabriele 
Kreutzner, and Eva-Maria Warth. (London: Routledge, 199 l), 16-43. 

6391b id., 1 8. 
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media consumption must aiso be fiamed within the unit of culture (group or institution) as it 

interfaces with other cultures within the global matrix of the transnational media sphere. The 

prevalence of mass behaviour patterns across the globe implies that global structures impact upon 

local behaviour and so limit indeterminacy within the social worlds of contemporary society. 

Limited Indeterminacy 

Ang ' s cultural theory describes a world of constantly chmging rneanings and identities 

which limit the impact of global media systems on local cultures. But does this adequately 

account for the reality of the global m a s  market? A cntical media theory needs to strike a 

balance between indeterminacy and chaos as descrïbed through the lem of postrnodern theorists 

and the solid, ugly nature of the legacy of contemporary society, which media theorist Herbert 1. 

Schiller describes as the "international structure of cultural impenalism" (colonialism).~' 

Schiller's Communication a ~ d  Cultural Domination describes mass media as a technology of 

cultural domination. According to Schiller, communications technology is not neutral but carries 

with it the cultural perspective of the social order that produced itMZ Ang makes a similar point 

about the structural b i s  of media systerns which she refers to as the "very substantial 

Americaness" of global media sy~terns.~' Schiller notes that corporate media systems do not 

'schiller. Cornmunicarion and Cultural Domination, 8 8. 

643~ng .  Living Room Wars, 1 6 1. As with Schiller, h g  uses a global mode1 which has a 
'centre', 'semi-periphery' and a 'periphery' . She also matches Schiller's description of the 
cultural bias of mass media as expressed through its working p ~ c i p l e s ,  corporate culture and 
symbolic content. (Ibid) For a discussion of the relationship of the centre to the periphery in 



simply invade nations. R u h g  groiips in areas dominated by the world capitalist economy play a 

collaborative role.6" According to Schiller, the niling sector at the center d u e n c e s  the shape of 

consciousness throughout the world system. Surely the global economic systern provides the 

starkest evidence of limited indeterminacy of meaning within mass media through the pervasive 

patterns of behaviour made most visible by mass consumption. 

Globdized rnass consumption patterns suggest that there are limits to i n d e t e d a c y  

within the realm of mass media, but how do we arrive at a model of limited indeterminacy? 

Media theorkt Philip Schlesinger criticizes both h g ' s  micro-level analysis by claiming it fails to 

account for how large culturai collectivities constitute local identities and at the sarne time 

criticizes Schiller for fatalism in the face of transnational corporations."ls Schiesinger claims that 

behind the curent discourse on culture and communication there is a lack of any clearly 

articulated theory of how collective identity is con~t ruc ted .~~ This could be one of the reasons 

why mass media is subjected to such widely differing claims by media theorkts. The contrat 

between various theoretical perspectives are as wide as the gulfbetween Schiller, on the one 

hand, claiming that aansnational corporations have saturated the cultural space of nations 

posûnodern theory, see Nelly Richard, "The Cultural Periphery and Postmodem D e c e n t e ~ g :  
Latin America's Reconversion of Borders," translated by John Brotherton. Rerhinking Borders, 
edited by John C. Welchman. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996.) 7 1-84. 

6441bid., 17. One suspects that collaboration is a histoncal feature of relationships 
between empires and the élite of subjugated groups. 

64SP hilip Schlesinger. Media, Stale and Nation: Political Violence and ~bllective 
Identifies. (London: Sage Publications, 199 1), 137- 1 5 1. 

6461bid., 150. Schlesinger says this: "in communication research, collective identity 
functions as a residual category" (Ibid.). 
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throughout the globe,647 and media theorists Fiske and Hartiey, on the other haod, claiming 

persona1 autonomy for the television viewer who "supplies the conditions, both semiotic and 

social, under which any specific message becomes meaningfÙl.''M8 

With h g  claiming mass media as the realm of indeterrninacy and ambiguity, Carey 

calling for media theory which restores a common culture, Fiske and Hartley elevating personal 

autonomy, and Schiller describing the saturation of local cultural space by transnational 

corporations we can see how the problem of culture as shared values and meanings is central to 

the current debate within communication studies. What is required here is a global mode1 of 

culture which has utility for descnbing the globalized phenornenon of mass media. How can we 

assess the impact of globalized mass media upon collectivities throughout local cultures? 

Without implying that mass media is hornogeninng world culture into a single cultural entity 

such as a global 1 suggest that the key is to be found in the nature of culture itself. 

Culturai ttieoly provides a way to describe the limits to theorizing chaos and indetenninacy 

within the emerging world-system of mass media, mass production and mass consumption. 

647~~hiller. cLElectronic Information Flows: New Basis for Global Domination?" 
Television in Transition: Papersj5-om the First International Television Studies Conference, 
edited by P. Dnunmond and R. Paterson. (London: BFI, 1985) 1 8. 

648Fiske and Hartley. Reading Television, 126. 

6J9~ng .  Living Room Wars, 163. Ien Ang refers to the concept of the 'global village' as 
the fantasy of "the universal culmination of capitalist modemity." 



Constraining Chaos and Limiting Indeterminacy 

Douglas' theory of culture, as embodied in her model of collective memory, can provide 

the foundation for descnbing the b i t s  to both local and individual meaning-making and global 

cultural homogenization withui the realm of media culture. The key to these two poles of the 

economic system - the global and the local -- is found in what Douglas calls the "central 

argument of cultural t h e ~ r ~ . ' ' ~ ~ ~  The central argument is that although culture is a collective 

product it is nonetheless con~trained.~~'  Culture ensures that within the social world, anything 

does not go. There are limits to the transformation of a social world, limits which are embedded 

within cultural processes. Douglas sees collectivities as resisting pressure to transform as a result 

of the shared principles which legitimate collective action.6s' Here we corne to the systern- 

sustaining effects of collective memory. Collective memory is the communicative process which 

reproduces the legitirnating principles that constitute a culture. Collective rnemory describes 

how collective action is constrained by shared principles which legitimzte the structures of the 

social world (Chapter One). 

As c m  be seen by the following definition of culture by media theorist Armand Mattelart, 

the model of culture proposed by Mary Douglas is not foreign to communication theorists, 

although her work is still largely unknown within th is discipline (dthough Durkheim's 

contribution is ofien well recognized), 

650Douglas. "Culture and Collective Action," 47. 

6511b id. 

65%id. 



Culture is understood here as the collective memory that makes communication 
possible between members of a histoncally situated community, creating among 
its members a community of meaning ... allowing them to adapt to a natural 
environment ... and fmally, giving them the abüity to constnict rational argument 
about the values implicit in the prevailing f o m  of social relations.6S3 

Herein I offer a refmed model of how mass media participates in the control of the social order 

and how cyberspace threatens to undermine this control within media culture. 

The Problern of Global Culture 

This dissertation represents a curent trend within anthropology of addressing cultural 

processes within global relationships. Eric R. Wolf stands among the growing number of 

anthropologists and cultural theorists who are exploring an anthropology that aims to understand 

the processes which bind societies and cultures within global relationships. Wolf clairns that ow 

conception of culture must account for the constant stream of new connections being forged 

between diverse and changing s~c ie t ies .~ '~  The problem of culture within anthropology is 

increasingly focused upon theorizing interaction between cultures, societies, nations, and market 

places within an evolving global S o m a t i o n  and communication ~ystern.~ '~ By applying a 

model of collective memory to the globalized phenornena of mass media and cyberspace 1 am 

'''Armand Mattelart. Mapping World Communication: War, Progress, Culture, 
translated by Susan Emanuel and James A. Cohen. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1994), 24 1. 

6"Enc R. Wolf. "Global Perspectives in Anthropology: Problems and Prospects." In The 
Cultural Dimensions of Global Change: An Anthropological Approach, edited by Lourdes 
Arizpe. (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 1996), 3 1-43. 

6S5Lourdes Arizpe. "Scaie and Interaction in Cultural Process: Towards an 
Anthropo logical Perspective of Global Change." In The Czrltural Dimensions of Global Change: 
An Anthropological Approach, edited by Lourdes Arizpe. (Paris: UNESCO Publishing, 1996). 



building a partial model of culture which has explanatory utility within globalized systems. My 

anaiysis of mass media is embedded thoroughly within the problem of conceptualizing global 

culture. Here a global culture is seen as an inevitable aspect of the "common social environment 

shared by al1 people on earth."656 Coilective mernory describes a 'common social environment' 

and a global culture as inseparable as the concepts of 'minci' and 'brain'. 

Processes such as implicit meaning, symbols and pollution beliefs are described herein in 

sufficiently abstract, macro-level terms so as to provide a reasonable foundation for considering a 

relate< globalized phenornenon -- mass media. A communicative model of culture minimizes 

the opportunity for cultural bias to ovenvhelm a rnodel of mass media's role in symbolic 

production. An example of this dilemma of cuitural bias in mass media theory can be seen in 

media theorist Denis McQuailys model, which reduces the power relationship of mass 

communication to influence through persuasion.6ï7 The problem with locating the primary social 

dynamic of mass media in the realm of influence and persuasion is the cultural specificity of 

these processes. An analysis of rnass media and Japanese students by Alex S. Edelstein (et al.) 

suggests that the cultural context will differentiate information £tom influence.6s8 The 

relationship between information and persuasion will Vary fiom culture to culture. A global 

model of rnass media cannot be based upon social processes which may or may not be present 

6S6Peter Beyer. Religion and Glo balization, 7. 

6 5 7 ~ ~ ~ ~ a i l .  Communication, 1 96. 

658 Alex S. Edelstein, Youichi Ito and Hans Mathias Kepplinger. Communication and 
Cuhre:  A Comparative Approach, (New York: Longman, 1989.) 206-207. Edelstein (et al.) 
says this: "A culture may or rnay not utilize mass media for both information and influence" 
(fiid., 207). 
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within local cultures. This does raise the issue of intent versus effect \vithiri mass media systems. 

It is conceivable that Western media corporations see themselves in the business of influence and 

are operating with an inadequate and biased mode1 of the global world-order. But herein I am 

interested in modelling what constitutes globalized mass media systems and not what the system 

operators and owners think they are up to. 

The Problern of Mass Culture 

Collective memory implies that mass culture is a necessity, or at least unavoidable, when 

social interaction is extmded via globalization beyond the boundaries of local social worlds. 

When 1 step off an airplane in Denmark or South Afiica the grounds for social interaction have 

already been established through the globalization of collective memory. The globalization of 

collective memory is a way of describing the grounds for communication (implicit meanings, 

shared symbols and so forth) as existing to varying degrees throughout the realm of media 

culture. Globalization extends shared culture throughout the world-system. This way of viewing 

mass culture requires rethinking descriptions of mass culture as a "spreading ooze," descriptions 

which contrat the products of mass culture as "debased" and "trivial" against the "origuiaii~ 

and beauty of real ~ife."~~~ Cultural theorkt Dwight Macdonald's characterization of mass 

culture as a "collective rnonstrosity" wherein there are just "tao rnan-ypeople" (Macdonald's 

emphasis) debases the individuai's experience by both denigrating a globalized collectivity and 

65gD~ight  Macdonald. "A Theory of Mass Culture," CuZtzre and Muss Culture, edited by 
Peter Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and Edward Shils. (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1978. 
Originally published in Diogenes, No. 3, 1953), 1 82- 183. 
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by denying the possibility that a manufactured commodity can be an art fonn (which Andy 

Warhol certainiy established)?' 

The problern of conceptuaking mass culture without resorting to denigrating the concept 

of the mass has its roots in the growth of industrial society. In Czdlure and Society: 1780-1950, 

Raymond Williams describes how, with the rise of population in the industriai towns, the word 

masses becarne the new word for mob, and the "traditionai characteristics of the mob were 

retained in its significance: gullloility, fickleness, herd-prejudice, lowness of taste and habit. The 

masses, on this evidence, formed the perpetual threat to culture. Mass thinking, mass-suggestion, 

mass-prejudice would threaten to swamp considered individual diinking and feeling."661 This 

historicd root of the idea of mnss may still be affecthg our ability to conceptualize mass culture 

and mass communication in non-pejorative terms. Williams also notes another ideologicai 

problem associated with the idea of a mass society. If the masses include the working people, 

then a mass culture must corne to terms with %e declared intention of the working people to 

alter society" and alter it in ways of which the élite rnay deeply di~approve.~~' A denocratic 

conception of mass society will inevitabiy codkont the inequality of a global definitional system 

which excludes the masses from full control and participation in the world-making process. 

6601bid., 1 8 0 - For a more balanced discussion of the evaluation of mass culture versus 
high culture, see Herbert J. Gans. "Popular Culture in America: Social Problem in a Mass 
Society or Social Asset in a Pluralist Society?" In Culture and Mass Culture, edited by Peter 
Davison, Rolf Meyersohn and Edward Shils. (Cambridge: Chadwyck-Healey, 1 W8), 23 3-304. 

661Raymond Williams. Culture and Soc ie~:  I 780-1 950,298. 



A global world requires m a s  culture if communication is to take place across cultures 

throughout the ~or ld .6~ '  It is oAen noted that models of global society fait to take culture into 

a c c o ~ n t . ~ ~ ~  Collective memory as a cultural communication process suggests that global mass 

culture is a necessary condition and corrects this oversight within theory. Collective memory 

will suggest that the globalization o f  symbols serves to convey the implicit meanings necessary 

for communication. Theorking global culture as the globalization of the grounds for 

communication departs fiom the conception of global culture as a process of homogenization, 

harmonization, or supersession. Homogenization is not necessarily a feature of local culture and 

neither is it a necessary feature of globalized culture. Globalized mass culture embodies al1 the 

contradictions of the cultural debates which occur aî the local level. There is no necessary 

relationship between the globalization of the grouads for culture -- which Douglas descnbes as 

the communicative processes of symbols - and the construction of a singular global identity? 

663This sense of the globalization of collective memory contradicts Edward S hils' 
conclusion that "the realization of a common culture is an impossibility." Edward Shils. The 
Constitution of Sociefy, (Chicago: Universiv of Chicago Press, 1982), 88. Shils' description of 
mass society as a closer integration o f  mass populations into the "central institutional and value 
systems of society" is similar to my discussion of the monopolization of global symbols by 
capitalist modernity (Ibid., 7 1) in Chapter Three. 

664Peter Worsley has commented on th is  oversight within political economy theory. Peter 
Worsiey. "Models of the Modern World-System." In Global Culture: Nationalism, 
Gbbalization andModernity, edited by Mike Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1990), 92. See also 
JO hann P. Arnason' s Wationalism, Glo balization and Modernity ." In Global Culture: 
Nationalism, Glo balization and Modernity, edited by Mike Featherstone. (London, Sage, 1 99 O), 
225, 

66S~nthony D. Smith's analysis of global culture fails to understand that the "project of a 
global culture" is one and the same as the project of "global communications." You cannot have 
one without the other. Anthony D. Smith. "Towards a Global Culture?'. h Global Culture: 
Nationalism, Glo balization and Modernity, edited b y Mike Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1 WO), 
180. 
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Apart fiom a complete dismantling of al1 connections between cultures across the globe 

the end of mass culture is impossible. Here it is important to understand that global mass culture 

does not equal the homogenization of local culture? Global mass culture herein only describes 

the minimal necessary conditions for communication between local cultures. In this regard rny 

task herein paaially fulfills Roland Robertson's cal1 for a "minimai mode1 of globali~ation.'"~~ 

Here 1 have situated the entire world as  the primary unit of analysis and examine mass media, 

cyberspace, local culture and global culture as aspects of the primary global unit. The focus of 

this analysis of the global unit or 'world-system' is the nature of de f~ t iona l  power over social 

reaiity which is realized through globe-spanning media ~ ~ s t e r n s . ~ ~ ~  My analysis of a global 

666This is also suggested by Arjun Appadurai's essay, "Disjuncture and Difference in the 
Global Cultural Economy." In Global culture: Nntionalism, Globalization and Modernity, 
edited by Mike Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1 !?go), 3 07. 

6G7~oland Robertson. "Mapping the Global Condition: Globalization as the Central 
Concept." In Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity, edited by Mike 
Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1 !WO), 25. 

66sMy use of the phrase 'worid-system' bears no relationship to Immanuel Wallerstein's 
world-system theory, although Albert Bergesen's comment that the ccfledgling world-systern 
perspective" would benefit by placing the role of the collective, culture, and power "at the heart 
of the analysis" suggests that my work may be of use to world-systems theorists. See Albert 
Bergesen. "Turning World-System Theory on its Head." In Global Culture: Nationalism, 
Globnlization and Modernity, edited by Mike Featherstone. (London: Sage, 1990), 80. 
Wallerstein defines the world-system as an economic unit with a "single division of labour and 
multiple cultural systems." (Immanuel Wallerstein. "The Rise and Future Dernise of the World 
Capitaiist System," Comparative Studies in Society and Histoory, Vol. 16, 1974, 5). Here 1 use 
the term 'world-system' to describe the globalization of cultural processes embodied in collective 
memory. 
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world, a world larger than any one local culture, suggeçts that mass culture is necessary for global 

transcultural c o m m ~ ~ a t i o n . ~ ~ ~  

It is high time to think about mass communication, mass culture, and mass society in 

terms which do not presuppose that because of its size, the masses must, by nature, be revolting. 

Media theorist Valene Wallcerdine comments on the mots of this tendency to denigrate the mas ,  

"The grand psychological meta-narratives endlessfy describe the mass psyche and behaviour, to 

the point, as in Fredric] Jameson, of m a s  pathologization. Schizophrenia has moved Gom the 

product of dysfùnctionai families, as in Laing, to a general psychological concomitant of the 

postrnodem  ond dit ion.''^^^ The widespread ambivalent reaction to Marshall McLuhan's phrase, 

'global village,' is M e r  indication that a western cuiture wrapped firmly in the myth of the 

sovereign individual has a great deal of difficulty when confionted with theones about our 

collective nature- 

Jensen Contra Jensen 

Douglas' theory of symbols and social reproduction shares a similar perspective with the 

serniotic theory of media theorist Klaus Bnihn Jensen. Jensen describes social semiotics as 

669Sociologist John Scott notes that "it is unclear whether it is yet possible to talk of a 
transnational capitalist class at the global level," yet suggests a global capitalist class may be on 
the horizon. John Scott. Corpurate Business and Capifalist Classes, (Odord: Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 3 12-3 13. The globalization of collective memory would provide for the 
cultural analysis of the globalization of a capitalist class which, according to Scott, is able '?O 

ensure its continuity over time through its monopolization of the educational system as well as its 
monopolization of wealth" (fiid., 20). 

670Valerie Walkerdine. "Postmodernity , Subjectivity and the Media," Critical Social 
Psychologv, edited by Tomas Ibiîiez and Lupicinio Ioiguez. (London: Sage 1997), 176. 



theory which expcplains how consciousness, al1 human perception anci cognition, are always 

mediated by ~ i g n s . ~ ~ '  The way in which Jensen describes signs largely matches Douglas' notion 

of symbols. According to Jensen, signs "mediate the interaction between humans and their 

natural as weIl as cultural environment ... Signs present potential courses of action.'"" As with 

the ongoing cultural debate over symbols and the assumptions attached to them, Jensen iikewise 

describes the modem mass media audience as negotiating the relevance of signs for their social 

action? Mass-mediated signs provide the modem audience with "manuscripts for action," but 

the audience negotiates the meaning and relevance of these ~igns.~" Just as Douglas describes 

symbols as cornmwiicating the structure and rneaning of the social world, Jensen describes 

semiosis (the mediation of meaning through signs) as a "contuiuous feedback mechanism 

addressing the meaning of social a~tion."~" Both collective rnemory and semiosis are processes 

embedded in the social world which structure human perception and cognition, and inform the 

CO-creation of the social wodd among individuals. 

Jensen defines mass communication as a cYechnological, institutionalized form of 

reflexivity producing and circulating meaning in modem s~cieties."~'~ M a s  media are 

67 1 Klaus Bruhn Jensen. The Social Semiotics of Mius  Communication, (London: Sage, 
1995), 1 1. 

673Zb id. 
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"industrialized ins tit~tions-to-think-with.~'~~~ Mthougli Jensen's social-semio tic theory of signs 

and his definition of mass media correspond to my description of symbols and mass media 

systems, 1 suggest that he is more wrong than right in his suggestion that "mass communication 

is hardly the factor detemiining thek  personal or social orientation and a~tion."~" Both my 

description of the extent of mass media's definitional control (Chapter Three) and Jensen's own 

observations about ho-w "the available media set the conditions of cultural practice" place mass 

media at the centre of definitional control within media culture. 

In Jensen's semiotic terminology, media coritent functions as "signs which, in addressing 

audiences, generate interpretants that predispose audiences to a ~ t . " ~ ~ '  In Chapter Three 1 

described how mass media restricts the flow of çyrnbols (the equivalent of Jensen3 semiotic 

signs) and thereby ensures that the mass audience acts in a manner which reproduces the social 

conditions of the economic system. Jensen reaches a parallel conclusion when he states that 

mass media "contributes to the process of semiosis which sustains the everyday of  individuais 

and reproduces the institutions of the social collective."6g0 

As with my oun  analysis, Jensen does in fact see mass media as a significant factor 

which determines personal and social orientation. Jensen provides two examples of the 

determinative power of mass media. Television news, according to Jensen's anaiysis, is an 
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"agent of hegemony which serves to reassert the limits of the political Television 

news limits the audience's political imagination. This is an exarnple of how media's control over 

a finite set of syrnbols limits the world-making capabbility of the audience. Not merely just the 

presentation of the news, but the limited range of symbol-flow throughout television serves to 

"prestructure the meaning potential of television and hence the political and cultural agenda that 

viewers en~ounter."~" The limited varïety of symbols within mass media serves to create the 

"stmchual limits to autonomy" within the audience of media culture.683 My analysis of the 

presentation of environmentally-~endly consumption, religious symbols, war, and politics 

suggests that media effectively reproduces the implicit meanings of the econornic systern. The 

mass behaviour of the audience reflects these implicit meanings and suggest substantial 

'stmctural limits to autonomy' witbin media culture. Jensen's analysis of the 'structural limits to 

autonomy' concludes by noting that mass media's "configurations of rneaning" sets the limits to 

social imagination "beyond which a substantial part of the audience may find it difficuit to 

refle~t."~" Thus Jensen entirely confirms rny own analysis while at the same t h e  contradicting 

his reservations about the determinative definitionai power of mass media. 

The source of Jensen's self-contradiction may lie in a flawed pursuit of primacy widiin 

the generation of meaning, "Methodologically speaking ... meaning can be traced as it flows fkom 

media to audiences and into various social conteas, even if, theoreticaily speaking, rneaning 
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should be interpreted as fl owhg fiom social practices, publics, and institutions to the media.'"8s 

But the media is both institution and social practice so thisjFom-to discussion runs up against the 

sarne wail that any chicken and egg discussion of ongins wiU face. The claim that rneaning 

flows from the audience to m a s  media systems recognizes that the shared social world provides 

the context in which the subsystem of mass media exists, but dismisses the actual structural 

constraints placed upon rneaning-flow within media culture through the technological and 

economic configuration of mass media systems. Jensen's initial premise at the theoretical level 

of analysis is that "societies corne before media as generators of meaning."686 But this overlooks 

the reality of society and media's CO-existence within the same web ofmeaning. Such a 

distinction rnay arise out of the current tendency to describe the audience as holding most of the 

cards in the game of definitional conkol. Yet the context of the audience is thoroughly sûuctured 

through the various definitional systems of the economic system. Definitional systems witliin 

media culture alrnost literally cany us fkom the cradle to the grave. It is difficult, therefore, to 

give the audience primacy in the generation of meaning when the mhd  is so thoroughly 

irnprinted wi~h the image and structure of society. 



Appendix B: Durkheim's Conscience Collective 

Mary Douglas describes Durkheim's focus as the "generaf question of individual 

cornmitment to the social ~rder."~" Durkheim answered the problem of social cohesion by 

explaining solidarïty and collective action as arising out of shared  classification^.^^^ For 

Durkheim, shared ~Iassifications were the content of the conscience collective. 

According to Anthony Giddens, Durkheim used the p h e  conscience collective as an 

organic metaphor for the sociaily evolved cultural inheritance which fiames every individual's 

experience and is "neither the product nor the property of any specific indi~idual . ' ?~~~ The 

Durkheirnian conscience collective is a composite abstraction of the beliefs and sentiments which 

are shared by members of a particular s0ciety.6~' It would be a mistake to interpret Durkheim's 

organic abstraction (the conscience collective) as if it were an object with a transcendant 

existence. Douglas denies that this was Durkheim's intention: "It wouid be easy to 

misunderstand Durkheim's language and fd l  into the wap of thinking that he really believed that 

society is a kind of separate intelligence, which determines the thoughts and actions of its 

6S7Mary Douglas. How Institutions Thirzk, 93. 

689 Anîhony Giddens. Capitalism and Modern Social Theory: An Analysis of the WLitings 
of Marx, Durkheim, and Mar Weber. (London: Cambridge University Press, 1 Wl), 67. On this 
term Giddens writes this: "1 have followed d e  usual practice of leaving Durkheim's phrase 
conscience collective untranslated. There is a dennite ambiguity in the term which overlaps with 
both the English words ccconsciousness" and ccconscience" (Ibid., 67, footnote 10). Here I will 
aiso follow this tradition. 
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members as the mind does those of the body it is lodged in.'"9' The unitary religious systems 

found in simpler societies is an example of "the prime embodiment of the common beliefs and 

sentiments of the conscience coZZe~tive.'*~" 

Durkheim describes two basic types of social cohesion -- mechanical solidarity and 

organic solidarity . Within each me of society Sie conscience collective operates in a different 

fashion. The distinction between mechanical and organic solidarity reveals how Durkheim saw 

the conscience collective as a social fact. 

According to Giddens' interpretation of Durkheim, s society defmed by mechanical 

solidarity "is dominated by the existence of a strongly formed set of sentiments and beliefs 

shared by al1 members of the community ... there is little scope for differentiation between 

individuals: each individuai is a rnicrocosm of the  hol le.''^^^ Mechanical solidarity, according to 

Durkheim, describes "the collective type" of society which is characterized by "a more or less 

organised totality of beliefs and sentiments common to al1 the members of the gr~up.""~ 

Durkheim speaks of the conscience collective as completely enveloping the individual 

consciousness when mechanicd solidarity provides the main force of societal c~hesion."~ 

" ' ~ a r y  Douglas. Risk and Blame, 159-1 60. 

692Giddens. CapitaZism and Modern Social Theory, 75. For Durkheim, says Giddens, 
"the primary function of punishrnent ... is to protect and reaami  the conscience collective in the 
face of acts which question its sanctity." (fiid.) 

694 Ernile Durkheim. The Division of Labour in Socieiy, 129. 
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In contrast to mechanical solidarity stands organic solidarity - a type of society Durkheim 

described as o u  own. According to Giddens, mechanical solidarity "presurnes identity between 

individuals" but organic solidarity "presupposes not identity but dzxerence between individuals 

in their beliefs and  action^.'"'^ Societies characterised by organic solidarity establish social 

cohesion not through shared beliefs but through the interdependence created within the 

increasing division of labour.697 The expansion of the division of labour brings with it uicreasing 

individualism and this individualism necessarily progresses "'at the expense of the strength of 

common beliefs and sentiments."698 According to Durkheim, within contemporary societies the 

conscience collective "cornes increasingly to be made up of highly generalised and indeterminate 

modes of thought and sentiment, which Ieave room open for an increasing multitude of 

individual difference~."~~~ The rise of individualisrn and the fkagmentation of the conscience 

colleclive does not lead to social disorder. Durkheim sees the conscience collective becoming 

"strengthened and more precise" when it manifests the "cult of the individual" within 

contemporary s ~ c i e t i e s . ~ ~ ~  According to Giddens, the conscience collective of organic solidarity 

contains common beliefs and sentiments that "focus upon the worth and dignity of the individual 

rather than of the col le~t iv i t~ ."~~ '  A new moral order rising out of the division of labour cannot 

696~iddens. Capitdism and Modern Social Theory, 77. 

697fiid. 

6981bid., 79. 

699 Durkheim. The Division of Labour, 172. 

7001b id., 1 72. 

70 1 Giddens. Capitdism and Modern Social Theory, 80. 



sustain a "strongly defined conscience c~llective."~~' According to Giddens, the main effect of 

the increasing division of labour "is towards the progressive emancipation of the individual f?om 

subordination to the conscience collective."703 As the conscience collective loses its hold on the 

individual, moral ideais emerge 'khich stress the nghts and dignity of the individual human 

being."704 Durkheim suggests that as the conscience collective loses its hold upon the individual 

with the rise of modemity (through the division of labour), the state t&es over this process of 

maintainhg social cohesion. Giddens describes this role of the state within Durkheim's theory: 

According to Durkheim, there is an extremeiy significant consequence which 
flows fiom the existence of a democratic system, which is that the conduct of 
social life takes on a conscious and directed character- Many aspects of social life 
formerly ruled by unthinking custom or habit become the subject of intervention 
on the part of the state. The state is involved in economic life, and the 
administration of justice, in education, and even in the organisation of the arts and 
sciences.705 

It is as if the bureaucratic apparatus of the state monopolises the creation and distribution of 

symbols which once were derived fiom the conscience colïeciive. Where as Weber defines the 

state by virtue of the monopolization of force within its temtory,'06 Durkheim provides the ba i s  

for thinking about the economic system as defined by the monopolization of the conscience 

collective (this monopolization is described in Chapter Three). Initially 1 wrote that it \vas the 

staie that is rnonopolizing the conscience collective, but there are too many indications that the 
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nation-state is losing control over media systems as a result of the globaiization of multinational 

media firms and their parent corporations. Media theorists Armand Mattelart and Michèle 

Mattelart have commented on this oft-observed trend, 'The nation-state finds it more difficult to 

master its own system of ~ ~ ~ U I L i c a t i o n . " ~ ~ ~  

Social Cohesion and the Conscience Collective 

h t h o n y  Giddens describes Durkheim's concept of the conscience collective as 

responsible for producing social cohesion by sustaining an embracing mord consensus within the 

simplest fomç of society. When the division of labour increased the differences between 

individuals, social cohesion was rnoved out of the realm of mord consensus wiùiin the 

consciefice collective and subsequently located in rhe realm of restitutive law. In the transition 

kom mechanical solidarity to organic solidarity social conduct becomes controlled less by the 

mon1 consensus promoted through the conscience collective and falls under the influence of the 

restitutive law and its regulating effect. Giddens notes that, within Durkheim's explmation of 

organic solidarity, the conscience collective continues to have an effect upon behaviour through 

the persistence of moral codes which were necessary for the Nfilment of contracts witliin the 

division of labour.70s According to Giddens, it is uncertain as to whether Durkheim saw the 

conscience collective disappearing with the displacement of mechanical by organic s ~ l i d a r i t y . ~ ~ ~  

"'Armand Mattelart and Michéle Mattelart. Rethinking Media Theory, translated by 
James A. Cohen and Marina Urquidi. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press? 1 992. 
Originally published as Penser les rnédias, Paris: Éditions La Découverte, l986), 133. 

70s~nthony Giddens. Durkheim, 2 1-30. 



In the h a l  chapter of Primitive Chssification Durkheim and Mauss suggest that, through the 

inauence of scientific classification, the impact of the conscience collective is "progressively 

weakened, leaving more room for the reflective thought of individu al^."^'^ At the same time they 

recognize that the "remote influences" of primitive classincations "have left behind them an 

effect which survives and is always present; it is the very cadre of al1  classification^."^^' 

The resolution ofthis issue of Durkheim's sociology of knowledge -- the continued 

idluence of the conscience coZZective within organic solidarity -- is not relevant to my mode1 of 

collective memory as I am not using Durkheim's evolutionaq cognitive scheme. Here it is 

important to note that Mary Douglas does not use the mode1 of mechanical/organic solidarity. 

Douglas' Correction of Durkheim's Conscience Collective 

Mary Douglas raises a key issue surroundhg Durkheim's theory of the conscience 

colIective when she no tes that '%&en the members of the Durkheim school talked of society they 

did not mean an indecomposable unity, as many their mitics s~pposed."~'~ Douglas denies that 

Durkheim's theory described a static social system where categories are never negotiatedS7l3 

Durkheim did have a theory of change which related changes in the organization of production to 

7'0Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss. Primitive CZussr;fication, edited and translated by 
Rodney Needham. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 963), 88. Why scientific 
classification should leave more room for 'reflective thought' is not clearly stated by the authors. 
This aspect of their argument may reflect their evolutionary cognitive scheme. 

7'2Mary Douglas, Risk and BZame, 16 1. 
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changes in the system of categories and belief~. '~~ Maurice Halbwachs' work on public memory 

is an example of how Durkheim's conscience collective is subject to changes in the social 

~ o r l d . ~ ' *  

Douglas does suggest that Durkheim's social theory was too rigid, "according to 

Durkheim's fomulations, one rnight expect ody a cornrnunity of humans mechanically 

connected to one another by their unquestionïng use of the same i d e a ~ . " ~ ' ~  This tension has its 

roots in Durkheim's differentiation between the operation of the conscience collective within 

mechanical solidarity and its operation within organic solidarity. Within tribal social worlds 

(mechanical solidarity) the conscience collective is assumed to suppress individual deviation 

fiom collective noms. According to Durkheim, only within organic solidarity does the 

conscience colZective lose its dl-encompassing role and allow the individual to emerge. 

Douglas observes that Durkheim's theory was an "evolutionary model" but that it only 

has two stages, the "primitive stage" of mechanical solidarity and the "modern stage" of organic 

~ol idar i ty .~ '~  The 'primitive stage' of Durkheim's evolutionary model was based on shared 

~Iassifications and the 'modem stage' was based on economic specialization and exchange. 

Douglas suggests that if the "evolutionary scaf5olding" is removed fkom Durkheim's theory then 

7'41bid. Where Durkheim related the organization of production to the systemisation of 
social categories (The Division of labour), my project here can be thought of as relating the 
organization of media systems to the systemisation of the collective memory. 

7 ' 5 ~ a ~ c e  Halbwachs. The Collective Mernory, translated by Francis J. Ditter, Ir., and 
Vida Yazdi Ditter. (New York: Harper Colophon, 1980). Originally published in French as La 
mémoire collective, (Pais: Presses universitaires de France, 1950). 

7'7Douglas. How Institutions Think, 96. 
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we are simply Left with %O forms of cornmitment, one classificatory and one econorni~ ."~~~ 

Douglas notes that Durkheim did not Limit the impact of classificatory commitment to tribal 

social ~ o r l d s ? ~  Shared classifications apply to societies with advanced division of labour within 

Durkheim's t h e ~ r ~ . ~  

Durkheim and Mauss stand behind Douglas' notion of shared classincations, although 

she avoids the evolutionary typology of social order which the authors of Primitive CZussifica~ion 

asserted as inevitable in 1903. Douglas also reverses the causal relationship between symbolic 

classification and social organization as proposed by Durkheim and Mauss. Whereas Douglas 

insists time and again that social interaction provides the source for a culture's classification 

system, Di~rkheim and Mauss locate the causal source of social organization in the system of 

symbolic classification."' They probably located the source of a culture's classification system 

in the symbolic order because of their assertion that "the individual's mind is incapable of 

classification.""' If the individual mind cannot c l a s se  then it must be society's collective 

"ODouglas says this: "Even Durkheim did not believe that classificatory solidarity was 
uniquely associated ~vith underdeveloped stages of the division of labour, for he devoted much 
attention to standardized ideas of nght and wrong in modem society." (fiid.). 

Durkheim and Mauss. Primitive Class#cation. See Needham' s c~Introductionyy for a 
critique of the logical errors of this work. Needham says this: 'St is the cardinal achievement of 
Durkheim and Mauss's essay, with al1 its imperfections, to have conceived the anaifical notion 
of 'classification' in sociological inquiry." (fiid., xxiv). 



representations which provide the principles of order. Douglas prefers to Locate the source of 

classification in the institution (the social group). 

Douglas also departs fiom the epistemology of Durkheim and Mauss on the issue of the 

dominant charactenstic in classification, which, for the authors of Primitive Clnss@cation, is 

sentiment. 

... for those who are called primitives, a species of things is not a simple object of 
knowledge but corresponds above al1 to a certain sentimental attitude ... Things 
are above al1 sacred or profane, pure or impure, fiiends or enemies, favourable or 
unfavourable; i.e. their most fundamental characteristics are only expressions of 
the way in which they affect social sen~ib i l i ty .~  

Douglas proposes to root classification systems not in their emotive impact but in their fit with 

nature and reason. 

The distinction which Durkbeirn drew in the operation of the conscience collective 

certainly reflects the general tendency, earlier this century, to draw too great a contrast between 

al1 things "primitive" and dl things "modern", in areas of reason, religious belief, and individual 

autonomy. Douglas cites Marcel Mauss' work on the gift economy as an "enormous 

development beyond Durkheim's ideas of solidarity based on collective representation~:"~~ 

Durkheim shared the comrnon belief of his day in a gradua1 enriching and 
unfolding of the personality as collective representations loosened their grip. 
However Mauss manages to incorporate individuals acting in their own interests, 
even in the kinds of societies in which Durkheim had thought that there was no 
scope for individual self-interest ... He also discovered a mechanisni by which 
individual interests combiûe to make a social system [the gift economy], without 

"fiid., 85-86. 

n416 id. 



engaging in market exchange. This is an enomous developrnent beyond 
Durkheim's ideas of solidarity based on collective repre~entations.~ 

Suffice it to Say that Durkheim inhented a more rigid view of cosmological constraints upon the 

social world than we recognize today. My mode1 of collective memory recognizes the limitations 

of Durkheim's episternology and, following Douglas, incorporates a more dynamic, fluid theory 

of social reproduction. It should also be noted that, although the theory of collective memory has 

its roots in sociology's fascination with the difference between, and transition frorn, traditional to 

contemporary society, this is not my concem here. This dissertation recognizes the roots and 

context of the theory, but is not an attempt to contrast the operation of collective memory within 

tribal and contemporary social worlds? 1 am focused here on its operation strictly within the 

contemporary context. 

Douglas' Inheritance of Durkheim's Sociology 

Mary Douglas certainly stands as one of the main interpreters of Durkheim's sociology of 

knowledge. In this section I will outline how Douglas interprets Durkheim's insights concerning 

the social factors controlling thought. Douglas' model of public memory is a refinement of 

Durkheim's conscience collective. 

R6Douglas no tes that Durkheim developed the idea of the conscience collective in the 
rnidst of an ongoing debate between nineteenth-century forms of utilitarianism and positivism, 
'Yhe open enemy of French political philosophy was Anglo-saxon utilitarianism" (Ibid, 164). 
Douglas clearly sees a theory of collective memory as relevant to the present, "Today the same 
politicai debate is still engaged between the contemporary utilitarians and those who, like 
Durkheim, deplore the effects of unfettered individualism." (Ibid., 1 60). 
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Douglas sees Durkheim as both challenging the theories of knowledge curient in his time 

and also succumbing to the dominant ideas of his time. Durkheim's theory of social construction 

of knowledge was meant to "quai* or supplement Kant's subjective detenninants of 

perception."" Durkheim ran ùito considerable hostility when he suggested that the individual 

stands subordinate to the social world; 'Yhe very idea of a suprapersonal cognitive system stirs a 

deep sense of~utrage.""~ At the turn of the 1900's, Durkheim placed himself in the middle of a 

debate about the relation of the individual to the group. The spirit of the tirne, and perhaps even 

of today, could not stomach a diminishing of the individual's rational sovereignty. A century 

later Durkheim's intellectual program suffers from neglect. Durkheim's sociological 

epistemology ran into considerable opposition and has remained undeveloped to this day. By 

upgrading the role of society in organizing thought, he downgraded the role of the individual. 

For this he was attacked as a rationdist and a radical.zg Douglas speaks of her own negative 

reaction when she first read Durkheim, and of the resistance of feliow scholars to the 

Durkheimian progra~n.'~~ Douglas sees "strong resistance made by many scholars to the very 

notion of social determinants of belief. They would rather think of beliefs floating fiee in an 

"7Mary Douglas. Implicü Meanings, xv. Douglas writes that Durkheim "argued against 
Hume and Kant that the ongin of classification is not either in nature nor in the subjective 
constrauits of the mind, but in soc ie~ ."  (Ibid., 3 12). 

"'Mary Douglas. How Institutions Think, x. 

730~ouglas says this: "When 1 first read Durkheim his socioIogical detenninism affronted 
me" (fiid., 212). 



autonomous vacuum ... put] To ensure autonomy of mind we should k t  recognise the 

restrictions imposed by materiai existence.""' 

Douglas summarizes Durkheim's sociology of knowledge as follows: 

The shared symbolic universe and the classifications of nature embody the 
principles of authonty and coordination. in such a system problems of legitimacy 
are solved because individuals carry the social order around inside their heads and 
project it out ont0 nature. However, an advanced division of labour destroys this 
harrnony between morality, society, and the physicai world and replaces it with 
solidarity dependent on the workings of the market. Durkheim did not think that 
solidarity based on sacred symbolism is possible for industriai society. Ln modem 
times sacredness has been transferred to the in~lividual.~~' 

Douglas' life work, as embodied in her writings, represents a rehement of Durkheim's 

sociology of knowledge. Her interest lies not with the division of labour but with the mediation 

processes surrounding shared symbolic systems and their rituai enactment. The majority of 

Douglas' writings focus on how social structure embodies the syrnbolic universe. Where 

Durkheim stopped short -of applying his epistemology to the pretensions of scientific tmth, 

Douglas' epistemology is far more inclusive, to the point where "al1 meanings are social 

rneaning~"'~~ and "dl reality is social r e a l i ~ $ ' ~ ~  It is worth noting that Douglas does not find 

Durkheim's distinction between primitive and modem syrnbolic worlds very convincing. 

- - 

731Douglas. NaturaZ Symbols, 140. 

73'Douglas. How Ihîitutions Think, 13. 

733~ouglas. ImpZicü Meanings, 8. 

7341bid, 5. 



Durkheim was caught in the spirit of the time when he elevated scientific truth above the social 

control of thought and when "he really believed that primitives are utterly d=erent £kom us:""' 

For him, primitive groups are organised by similarities; their members are 
committed to a comrnon syrnbolic life. We by contrast are diversified individuals, 
united by exchange of speciaiised services. The contrast is a very interesting one, 
full of value, but it does not distinguish between primitives and modems. IL cuts 
across both ~ategories?~ 

Durkheim was caught in the contemporary line of thiaking which saw two types of 

thought; primitive versus rational. Belief in an evolutionary cognitive scherne enabled Durkheim 

to bracket scientific truth fkom the scrutiny of his epistemology. Douglas proposes to elirninate 

the evolutionary cognitive scheme which inevitably elevates modem over primitive social 

processes. 

It is part of our culture to be forced to take aboard the idea that other cultures are 
rational in the same way as ours ... The refusal to privilege one bit of reality as 
more absolutely real, one kind of ûuth more true, one intellectual process more 
valid, allows the original comparative project dear to Durkheim to go fonvard at 
l a ~ t . " ~  

"*lbid., xi. 

736fiid, xi. 

737fiid, xviii. 



Appendix C: Images of Barbie in Cyberspace 

Figure if7 
Barbie and Ken Politically Correct (1994). 

Reproduced with permission of G. H. Hovagimyan. 
Located at www. thing.net/-gwartdirect -Mach 1 998. 



Figure #8 
Barbie and Ken Poiiticdy Correct (1994). 

Reproduced with permission of G. H. Hovagimyan. 
Located at www.thing.net/-gh/artdirect March 1998. 



Figure #9 
Possible title: Road Ki11 (1 99?). 

Artist unknown. 
Located at www.catalog.com/mrm/barbe/roadkiII.jpg March 1998. 





Figure f i1  0 (previous page). 
Love Conquers AU (1996), 
reproduced with permission of  Michael Strangelove. 
Located at www.sirangelove.com A p d  1998. 

This piece was created by myself early in 1996 @rior to tumiog my attention to Barbie in 

cyberspace). The head cornes fiom a do11 purchased at the Salvation A m y  Thrift Store and the 

Hulk do11 was purchased at a garage sale. The total cost was under one dollar. h e u r i n  Bosley of 

Axiomatikos.Com scanned the image at 256 shades of grey and 150 dots per inch resolution and 

placed it on the Web at my request at www.strangelove.com. The do11 stands on a can of Spam, 

not shown here. 
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