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From the editor
___________________________________________________

Cultural Capitalists?

Most of us who read this journal are familiar with the term 
“cultural capitalism.” Who among us are the cultural capitalists? Some 
might take cheerful pleasure in the label; others might be troubled by 
it. As for me, I fi nd it diffi cult to imagine someone who can avoid be-
ing a cultural capitalist. Every one of us has cultural capital of some 
sort or other. It is the capital of which one cannot be divested. You 
have never been a cultural capital virgin, though you may have been 
ignorant of your capital holdings (indeed, who among us is completely 
aware?). Certainly some of us have more cultural capital than others, 
but no one is entirely without. The question then becomes how one 
uses one’s cultural capital. 
 The contributors to this issue play with these ideas in a vari-
ety of ways. Laura Detmering addresses the issue directly, in her ex-
amination of the politics of literacy and family in the critically praised 
television series Gilmore Girls (2000-2007), a series known for its 
intelligent protagonists and literate allusions. Sheila Webb moves 
farther into the past to analyze the very overt cultivation of cultural 
capital practiced by the magazine Life in the 1930s and 1940s, focus-
ing on articles that address class status in a way that would surprise 
readers today. Vaughn May examines the bifurcation of the imagery 
that is the cultural capital of football recruiters, in a sports subculture 
(its members would probably resist the use of the prefi x “sub”) that 
either elevates or demonizes the South—“the oppositional South.” 
The cultural capital of these football recruiters is transmuted to actual 
capital for those in the business of football, though not all participants 
in the system share equally in the spoils. Charlie Gee and Stephen 
Bales also discuss a southern instance of cultural, symbolic capitalism 
which is unequivocally related to economic capitalism: they analyze 
the rhetoric of local newspapers in the area hosting the rock festi-
val “Bonnaroo,” and show that the community residents have learned 
how to embrace the “Other,” at least in part for the greater economic 
good. From the music festival we turn to a much more intimate musi-
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cal interaction—the feedback loop between Johnny Cash and Nick 
Cave, investigated by Sarah Vanover. Typically the original of a musi-
cal work is accorded greater cultural capital, but is the relationship be-
tween composer and cover artist always that hierarchical—especially 
when Johnny Cash is doing the cover? Cash has the cultural capital, it 
seems (and my capital reserves probably went down, with that pun). 
But Nick Cave has his own, God bless the child. If not the damned, 
then at least the evil dead are the focus of Christian Moraru’s contri-
bution—the most popular of current cultural fi gures, the observed of 
all observers, zombies. In “Zombie Pedagogy,” Moraru weaves a con-
nection between our zombies and the dead of Shakespeare, the biggest 
cultural capitalist of all—now that he is dead, of course. The fi nal 
article in the issue, by Richard Keen, Monica L. McCoy, and Elizabeth 
Powell, considers why we value the bad guys of popular culture. Why 
are bad guys cultural gold? Keen, McCoy, and Powell explain some of 
our responses through categories of standard psychological theory. 
 Thanks go to all these contributors. As always, I also owe 
great thanks to those named on the masthead and the inside of the 
back cover. Not only the editorial board, but other scholars deserve 
our thanks for having served as blind peer reviewers, including F. 
Brett Cox, Doug Davis, Bryan Denham, Larry Gragg, Angela Hague, 
Donna Waller Harper, Joseph Mayo, and Mary Alice Money. Without 
them, this issue would not have appeared. We hope every reader will 
fi nd in it instruction and delight. 
Rhonda V. Wilcox
Gordon College, Barnesville, Georgia

Pagesi-viii.indd 6 6/4/2012 10:57:48 AM



STUDIES IN POPULAR CULTURE
  Spring 34.2 

v From the editor: Cultural Capitalists?

1 “Good Breeding” and “Acute Discernment”: The Politics of 
Literacy and Family in Gilmore Girls

 --Laura Detmering

23 The Consumer-Citizen: Life Magazine’s Construction of a 
Middle-Class Lifestyle Through Consumer Scenarios

 --Sheila Webb

49 “Planes Don’t Fly North”: College Football Recruiting and 
the Oppositional South

 --Vaughn May

73 Manchester Tennessee’s Assimilation of the “Bonnarite”: 
A Qualitative Analysis of the “Other” in Local Press on 
Bonnaroo

 --Charlie Gee and Stephen Bales

91 (Re)Covering Infl uences—Nick Cave and Johnny Cash: 
How Intent, Audience Expectation, and the Construction of 
Artist-as-Text Create Meaning in “The Mercy Seat”
--Sarah Vanover

105 Zombie Pedagogy: Rigor Mortis and the U.S. Body Politic
--Christian Moraru

129 Rooting for the Bad Guy: Psychological Perspectives
--Richard Keen, Monica L. McCoy, and Elizabeth Powell

149 Book Review Essay: Linda Badley’s Lars von Trier
 --Reviewed by Steven Peacock

151 Book Reviews

Pagesi-viii.indd 7 6/4/2012 10:57:48 AM



Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012

153 Berlatsky, Eric L., ed. Alan Moore: Conversations
 --Reviewed by Wesley Venus

155 Brown, Jeffrey A. Dangerous Curves: Action Heroines, 
Gender, Fetishism, and Popular Culture

 --Reviewed by Karra Shimabukuro

157 Lavery, David, Douglas L. Howard, and Paul Levinson, 
eds. The Essential Sopranos Reader
--Reviewed by Mark Walters

159 Reeve, W. Paul, and Michael Scott van Wagenen, eds. 
Between Pulpit and Pew: The Supernatural World in 
Mormon History and Folklore

 --Reviewed by Timothy E. Craig

Pagesi-viii.indd 8 6/4/2012 10:57:48 AM



1

Laura Detmering

“Good Breeding” and “Acute Discernment”:
Th e Politics of Literacy and Family in Gilmore Girls

 In a 2003 episode of the television series Gilmore Girls 
(2000-2007), the title characters (Lorelai and Rory Gilmore) attend 
a lunch with Harvard alumnus Darren Springsteen and his family so 
that Rory can learn more about that university before she applies to 
college. Initially, he seems like a normal guy, asking the Gilmores 
what they enjoy watching on television and admitting to them that he 
“watch[es] too many sports.” Quickly, though, his family is revealed 
to be quite abnormal. As they sit down to lunch, the Springsteens share 
their favorite mealtime trivia game, which requires members of the 
family to answer extremely diffi cult and obscure questions. Son Jack 
overzealously answers questions about which Shakespeare plays fea-
ture the character Falstaff, while daughter Jennifer gushes dreamily 
about what a “genius” her father is (“Application”). The episode’s 
message is clear—families who engage in these kinds of elite activi-
ties are weird. By contrast, Lorelai and Rory are represented as a more 
“normal” family. They engage in “appropriate” activities, performing 
literacy in more traditional ways—reading and watching television for 
pleasure but not as part of a larger familial competition. Whereas the 
Springsteens are clearly too consumed by their elite cultural practices, 
the Gilmores (at least Lorelai and Rory) more appropriately separate 
their more elite literacy practices from their normal, everyday behav-
ior. Rory can read and enjoy Swann’s Way, but she can also read and 
enjoy Cosmo.

Through its portrayal of Rory’s literacy practices, then, Gilm-
ore Girls attempts to redefi ne standards of taste, cultural capital, and 
literacy.1 The ways in which gendered and classed identities intersect 
with literacy and taste are particularly interesting, if currently under-
explored, as an area of study in response to this television series. While 
the series openly mocks families like the Springsteens, suggesting that 
their literacy practices and other leisure activities are suspect and ad-
vocating for a broader array of tastes and literacy practices among 
its fans, Gilmore Girls simultaneously undermines its own message 
by promoting a traditional taste-based hierarchy, as well as by repre-
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senting the intersections of literacy, class, and gender in stereotypical 
ways. In this essay, then, I will demonstrate how Gilmore Girls simul-
taneously subverts and reinforces traditional views of literacy, gender, 
and class through an analysis of Rory’s literacy practices. Contrasting 
Rory’s literacy practices with those of other characters in the series, 
I will show how Gilmore Girls attempts to redefi ne literacy and taste 
while ultimately reinforcing traditional notions of how gender and 
class distinctions infl uence one’s values, literacy practices, and tastes.

Taste, Cultural Capital, and the American Dream
Contemporary defi nitions of taste fi nd their roots in Enlight-

enment rhetoric. A prominent voice in eighteenth-century discussions 
of taste, Hugh Blair writes, “In some men, only the feeble glimmer-
ings of taste appear; . . . while, in others, taste rises to acute discern-
ment” (955). That is, every individual has some taste, but only those 
who have been properly and appropriately educated or have “good 
breeding” have good taste. The phrase “some men” is of particular im-
portance, since in Blair’s time, those associated with “good breeding” 
and “acute discernment” would almost exclusively be elite, highly ed-
ucated, upper-class white men. These concepts of taste continue into 
the twenty-fi rst century; those who have acquired more elite forms 
of education are often believed to possess better taste than those who 
have not. Pierre Bourdieu examines these past claims about taste in 
relationship to both educational and familial upbringing: “[A]ll cul-
tural practices . . . and preferences in literature, painting or music, are 
closely linked to educational level . . . and secondarily to social ori-
gin” (1). Bourdieu suggests that, because cultural practices are handed 
down through social groups (including families) and education, cer-
tain types of people are granted access to “appropriate” taste and oth-
ers are not: “The embodied cultural capital of the previous generations 
functions as a sort of advance . . . , which   . . . enables the newcomer 
to start acquiring the basic elements of the legitimate culture . . . in the 
most unconscious and impalpable way” (70-71). Family is, thus, par-
ticularly important in the dissemination of cultural capital—parents 
are expected to transmit cultural capital to their children by training 
them in “appropriate” cultural practices and interests. Knowing what 
to read and write about, and when, reveals one’s tastes as well as one’s 
cultural capital. Those who have acquired higher levels of education, 
often at more elite institutions, are more likely to understand and em-
ploy these practices because they have been taught to do so. 
  While taste and (traditional) literacy are often associated with 

Pages1-22.indd 2 5/31/2012 3:39:36 PM



3

the elite class, popular culture is often associated with the masses—
members of the lower and middle classes. Returning to Bourdieu, “art 
and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and deliber-
ately or not, to fulfi ll a social function of legitimating social differ-
ences” (7). Those materials associated with each culture are used to 
distinguish among social classes: the popular, the “low culture” mate-
rials become markers of a lower class status while the “high culture” 
products mark individuals who appreciate them with a higher class 
status. As a result, “What one reads or writes, in what context, and for 
what audience, is frequently a subtle way of revealing social bonds 
and affi liations” (Williams and Zenger 43). In other words, what one 
likes signifi es one’s class status to others within a given society; one is 
marked as being of a certain class by what she or he enjoys. Further, 
those who enjoy aspects of mass culture are frequently deemed vulgar 
or uneducated, and those who prefer more elite forms of entertainment 
are presumed to be highly educated and, typically, of a higher social 
class regardless of their actual educational and social backgrounds.
 Tied up with notions of taste and cultural capital is the con-
cept of the American Dream, the notion that one can rise up from noth-
ing and become successful if one just works hard enough. Gilmore 
Girls tends to reinforce the notion of the American Dream through its 
portrayal of the title characters, Lorelai in particular. As Alyson Buck-
man explains, “Lorelai’s and Rory’s dreams of success are . . . rooted 
in the myth of meritocracy, refl ecting the values of hard work, persis-
tence, and merit. Neither person works hard and fails, perhaps because 
each is linked to a supportive community” (144). Indeed, as Buck-
man adds, both Lorelai and Rory have consistent access to fi nancial 
assistance any time they need it: both borrow money from Lorelai’s 
wealthy parents at different times to fund Rory’s education; Lorelai 
uses funds from an investment her father made when she was born 
in order to purchase her own inn during the third season and borrows 
money from Luke Danes, the local diner owner, when her funding 
runs out; and Rory is ultimately released from her grandparents’ loan 
in the fi nal season of the show when her father suddenly reappears, 
having inherited a fortune from a generous relative. The series thus 
promotes a notion that hard work leads to fi nancial, commercial, and 
academic success, while eliding the social factors that enable upward 
mobility. Though the series attempts to demonstrate fi nancial struggle 
at times—Lorelai and Rory needing to borrow money, Paris Geller 
losing her parents’ assistance when they fl ee the country to avoid 
the IRS, and Dean Forrester working three jobs to keep his family 
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afl oat—it frequently reinforces the notion of the American Dream by 
showing most characters getting by through hard work. In so doing, 
the series sends a mixed message that almost anyone can achieve the 
American Dream through hard work while it simultaneously critiques 
the lifestyles of more affl uent characters.
 All of these questions of taste, gender, and class can be seen 
playing out in the “dramedy” Gilmore Girls about a single mother 
(Lorelai Gilmore) raising her daughter (Lorelai “Rory” Gilmore) in 
a small town in Connecticut. Having become pregnant with Rory at 
sixteen, Lorelai dropped out of high school, broke up with her long-
time boyfriend Christopher Hayden, moved to the small town of Stars 
Hollow, and moved up the ranks of the hotel industry from a maid 
to the manager of the Independence Inn, leaving behind her parents 
Richard and Emily Gilmore, members of the upper class in Hartford, 
Connecticut. By focusing on a single mother (a very young adult) rais-
ing a teenage daughter, the series raises interesting and important so-
cioeconomic and gendered concerns. What is the likelihood of a teen 
mother accomplishing the feats Lorelai does by the age of thirty-six? 
Though we see Lorelai borrowing money from her parents and others 
at times, Gilmore Girls often  ignores the fact that a woman coming 
from a different class background would unlikely be able to achieve 
the same success Lorelai does. The writers want to promote a notion 
that Lorelai does it on her own; she achieves the American Dream; 
but, as Buckman rightly points out, she always relies on assistance 
from others. 

This attempt on the writers’ part to suggest that Lorelai is self-
suffi cient is reinforced through the series’ portrayal of her cultural and 
literacy practices. Though Lorelai is a member of the elite class by 
proxy of her birth, she spends her formative years and most of her 
adulthood rebelling against that lifestyle. As Rory explains in her high 
school valedictorian speech in the third season fi nale, Lorelai “fi lled 
our house with love and fun and books and music, unfl agging in her 
efforts to give me role models from Jane Austen to Eudora Welty to 
Patti Smith” (“Those Are”). Lorelai combines elite texts with popular 
texts in order promote a new version of taste, a new kind of literacy, 
one that her daughter carries on successfully. As David Scott Diffrient 
suggests, Rory’s appreciation of works like “The Brady Bunch Variety 
Hour . . . is revealed to be an extension of her (and her mother’s) pen-
chant for undermining taste-based hierarchies and capsizing the status 
quo” (xvi) in spite of her acknowledged guilt over watching said pro-
gram when her Harvard application arrives. The series thus expresses 
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complex, if at times confl icting, sentiments towards “taste-based hi-
erarchies,” while ultimately contending that these hierarchies need to 
be disrupted. Moreover, what makes Gilmore Girls unique is that the 
series “openly discusses and questions the nature of cultural capital 
by repeatedly examining its relation to education and socioeconomic 
status” (Rawlins 37). Unfortunately, the series sends a mixed mes-
sage. On the one hand, the very relationship between education, class, 
and cultural capital is consistently questioned throughout the series: 
characters like Paris, Logan Huntzberger, and the Springsteen family 
are presented as deeply fl awed, while Lorelai and Rory truly embody 
cultural capital. Still, with the exception of Jess Mariano, characters 
who are less formally educated and/or come from lower class back-
grounds also tend to have less cultural capital. Thus, no matter how 
much Gilmore Girls’s writers want us to believe that Rory and Lorelai 
have cultural capital in spite of their circumstances, the very fact that 
the duo maintains ties to elite culture throughout the series reinforces 
Bourdieu’s point that cultural capital is an “advance” of the privileged.

Achieving the American Dream through Literacy
In the few published collections of academic essays on Gilm-

ore Girls, though issues of class, taste, and education are explored, the 
concept of literacy as a practice is almost entirely overlooked, which 
is surprising because the series celebrates literacy more than most 
other television series. According to David Barton and Mary Hamil-
ton, “Literacy practices are the general cultural ways of utilizing writ-
ten language which people draw upon in their lives. In the simplest 
sense literacy practices are what people do with literacy” (7). Rory, 
more than any other character, engages in literacy practices constantly 
throughout the series; she is, arguably, the perfect reader. Rory’s lit-
eracy practices are fi rst exhibited in her sophomore English class at 
Stars Hollow High School. After the teacher tells students to either 
fi nish reading Huckleberry Finn or begin writing their essays in re-
sponse to it, Rory, to the disgust of her peers, actually begins writing 
the essay (“Pilot”). She is a geek, a good student—and proud of it. 
Moreover, she is a good-girl student, a rule-follower, and this rule-
following leads to her ultimate success.

Rory is an avid reader. When she meets Dean, he tells her, 
“I’ve never seen anyone read that intensely” (“Pilot”). She does not 
simply read books, she devours them; they become a signifi cant part 
of her consciousness, of her sense of self, and she is very self-aware 
of what she chooses to read. For instance, when Dean asks her what 
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she thinks of Moby-Dick, she tells him, “It’s my fi rst Melville. I mean 
I know it’s kind of cliché to pick Moby-Dick as your fi rst Melville” 
(“Pilot”). Even as she reads traditional, canonical works of literature, 
Rory recognizes and acknowledges the social construct of literacy 
within which she is working, and she notes its historical tradition. 
Rory values Moby-Dick as a work of art while also maintaining a criti-
cal distance from the elitism associated with the canon. Furthermore,
Rory’s self-conscious commentary on her reading style is in keeping 
with traditional literacy practices: “Literacy practices are culturally 
constructed, and, like all cultural phenomena, they have their roots in 
the past” (Barton and Hamilton 13). The ability to recognize that one 
is engaging in this kind of literacy practice is likely a sign that one is 
a member of the elite class: the highly educated are usually informed 
of these kinds of practices, while the less educated are not. Despite the 
fact that Rory is raised away from her grandparents in Stars Hollow, 
and despite the fact that Lorelai regularly resists her parents’ culture, 
Rory is bred into elite culture from a very young age. During the third 
season, when Rory applies to college, she applies only to Ivy League 
schools, and she has dreamed of attending Harvard almost since the 
time she could speak. Though her mother actively resists elite culture, 
then, Rory embraces it even if she critiques certain aspects of it.

In contrast, Dean, a member of the working class, is more 
interested in fi nding a job, playing basketball, and persuading Rory 
to date him than in reading and writing. When they do begin dating, 
Rory attempts to educate Dean in canonical literature, to persuade him 
to enter her world of elite scholarship because, as Maryelizabeth Hart 
points out, Rory’s relationships with others are heavily infl uenced by 
her reading practices (136). Rory misguidedly believes that taste is all 
about education, not social standing: she feels that if Dean just reads 
the literature and learns to love it, he can become part of the elite world 
she has become a member of. But what Rory does not recognize is that 
Dean’s social background precludes him from entering that world; no 
matter how much Tolstoy he reads, Dean will always be alien to that 
world because he lacks the cultural education and fi nancial means to 
become a part of it. Unlike Rory, Dean has very traditional views of 
literacy, class, and gender. In the episode “That Damn Donna Reed,” 
Dean reveals that he likes the image of the wife and mother cooking 
for her family, an image he has grown up with. Later in the episode, 
Rory dresses as a 1950s housewife to demonstrate her respect for his 
perspective, but she also tells him that she did a lot of research on 
Reed and found that she was an important early feminist fi gure. As 

Pages1-22.indd 6 5/31/2012 3:39:36 PM



7

Eugènie Brinkema explains, “For Rory and Lorelai . . . representa-
tion exceeds any given text  . . . and is also available for redescription 
through ironic play and commentary” (56). Again, Rory is caught up 
in the “ironic play and commentary” of her character.

For Rory, this scene is about education, but for Dean, it is 
about what life is supposed to be like; he both values and desires the 
traditional nuclear family. This point is solidifi ed in the fourth sea-
son of the show when Dean marries fellow Stars Hollow High School 
graduate Lindsay and takes on three jobs to support them while Lind-
say becomes a stay-at-home wife. As he becomes more engrained in 
married life, Dean drops out of community college, cutting off his 
only remaining access to traditional education. As Rory’s grandparents 
would argue, Dean’s “failure” is rooted in his lack of “good breeding.” 
Rory, on the other hand, is well bred, so her entry into the world of 
elite culture and elite education was predestined, a fulfi llment of the 
Puritanical and later American Dream to which Buckman refers (136). 
Despite living in Stars Hollow as the daughter of a single mother, 
Rory is always ultimately a Gilmore, a member of that elite class. Be-
cause she was born into privilege, Rory is able to achieve the Ameri-
can Dream, while Dean is not. Instead of highlighting Dean’s inability 
to achieve the American Dream, though, the writers simply write him 
out of the show when the relationship has run its course, leaving Rory 
perhaps to believe that Dean did not achieve as much as she did be-
cause he just did not try as hard as she did to fi t into that world. Thus, 
though Rory understands enough about traditional literacy to openly 
and self-consciously discuss her own literacy practices, she does not 
understand cultural capital well enough to recognize that one’s social 
standing and educational background often play a signifi cant role in 
literacy practices.

“Good Girls” and “Bitches”: Female Identity and Feminism on 
Gilmore Girls

Intersecting with these issues of taste, cultural capital, and so-
cial and economic class status, are issues of gender. Within popular 
culture, “good girls” or “good” female students typically share sev-
eral traits: they are always prepared for class, raise their hands, speak 
only when called upon, do all of their homework, and care genuinely 
about their assigned work. This stereotype of “good” or “nice” girls 
is reinforced in a psychological study of young girls by Lyn Mikel 
Brown and Carol Gilligan: “‘[N]ice’ girls are always calm, controlled, 
quiet” (61). For the most part, Rory fi ts well within this stereotype. 
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Of course, her rival Paris defi es this rule of the “nice” girl: “Paris 
has not been tamed. She remains as sharp-edged as ever” by the end 
of the series, “and while we can’t deny her caustic behavior, we can 
love her both because of and in spite of it” (Ridinger-Dotterman 61). 
Paris is not a nice girl, but she is a good-girl student, nonetheless, be-
cause she usually follows the rules. As Ridinger-Dotterman explains, 
what makes Paris a “bitch” is her high expectations for both her own 
and others’ work (61). These expectations and her consistent follow-
through are what make Paris a good-girl student. Both Rory and Paris 
are academically highly successful, reinforcing the importance of be-
ing well-behaved or “well-bred” and following the rules for female 
students.

Female identity is also intertwined with feminism or a feminist 
identity within the world of Gilmore Girls. As Ritch Calvin explains, 
Rory overtly calls attention to her own and her mother’s feminism 
from the very fi rst episode (1-2). Furthermore, Calvin notes Rory’s 
development of an “authentic self” (20) at the series’ conclusion as 
evidence of the show’s post-feminist interests. Being a feminist, then, 
involves being self-suffi cient, and, thus, nearly all of the female char-
acters in this series ultimately achieve this ideal. However, Molly 
McCaffrey points out that Rory “never initiates or ends relationships 
and has no real sense of agency” except in the series’ second-to-last 
episode, remaining “in relationships that don’t satisfy her” (41). In 
contrast, Paris “is shown adapting quite well to her new identity as a 
struggling college student after her parents’ fortune is abruptly lost. . . 
. In many ways, she appears to be carrying the feminist fl ag that Rory 
so casually drops” (McCaffrey 46-47). Thus, according to McCaf-
frey, Rory is not as self-suffi cient as a feminist should be throughout 
much of the series. She is too dependent upon others for her happi-
ness, whereas Paris and Lorelai fulfi ll the feminist ideal by putting 
their own pleasure and accomplishments fi rst. The concerns McCaf-
frey raises here intersect interestingly with the discussions above 
about taste, cultural capital, and the American Dream. In particular, 
the pleasure and self-suffi ciency afforded by feminism relate signifi -
cantly to issues of socioeconomic status—self-suffi ciency and plea-
sure, at least of the kinds displayed on Gilmore Girls, are much more 
common among those who are more fi nancially secure. Of course, the 
fact that Lorelai and Rory are not really self-suffi cient and often obtain 
pleasure through a fi nancial safety net of others is mentioned only, it 
seems, when it serves the plot of a given episode; we are often told 
that Lorelai is self-made, yet we frequently see her seeking fi nancial 
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assistance from others. Rory wants to be perceived as independent, as 
well; however, she is much more willing than Lorelai to accept others’ 
assistance when needed. Paris is the only female character who really 
does seem to get by mostly on her own.

Like Rory, Paris is an avid reader, who aspires to greatness 
and dreams from a young age of attending Harvard. Both Rory and 
Paris have successful academic careers and engage in successful lit-
eracy practices, but Rory is clearly, as Lorelai puts it, “the good kid” 
(“Big One”). Being “the good kid” involves being polite and follow-
ing the rules, something which Paris often fails to do. Still, according 
to Williams, “If girls follow the assignments and rules in class, they 
will receive good grades and learn how to produce the kind of work 
the institution . . . values” (“Girl Power” 302). While Paris is not al-
ways polite, she understands how to play the academic game. Like 
Rory, she reads voraciously, and regularly exhibits her cultural capital. 
At one point, fi nding herself suddenly fi nancially insecure, she even 
offers Rory a lesson in Marxist ideology (“We’ve Got”). Paris also 
recognizes what it takes to be rewarded academically; she comes from 
the right kind of family, she has “good breeding” and “acute discern-
ment,” and she follows most of the rules.

Unlike Rory, Paris is raised within the elite culture of Hart-
ford, CT. While Rory waits until her sophomore year of high school to 
attend an elite institution like Chilton, Paris has attended these institu-
tions for her entire educational career. Moreover, while Rory’s mother 
attended a community college in her thirties and her grandfather at-
tended Yale as an undergraduate, Paris’s entire family has graduated 
from Harvard, so Paris naturally assumes she will be accepted imme-
diately to the elite university. Surprisingly, Paris receives a rejection 
from Harvard, which she announces to a room full of people during 
C-SPAN’s live coverage of a speech she and Rory are giving. Though 
Paris later plays a recording of her Harvard interview for Rory, ex-
plaining that her overbearing behavior during the interview probably 
caused her rejection, during the C-SPAN speech, she suggests that her 
sexual behavior is responsible for her rejection: “I had sex, but I didn’t 
get into Harvard.” Pointing at Rory, she adds, “She’s never had sex. 
She’ll probably go to Harvard” (“Big One”). Obviously, this speech 
is intended to be humorous; the fact that Paris had sex has nothing to 
do with the fact that she was not accepted to Harvard and Rory was. 

Though the writers are clearly poking fun at Paris here, still, 
when Rory later loses her virginity to Dean (then married to another 
woman), she, too, begins a downward spiral, dropping out of Yale, los-
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ing interest in her education, and even stealing a boat with her college 
boyfriend Logan. Gilmore Girls thus, even if unintentionally, asserts a 
notion that having sex distracts young women from their educational 
pursuits. It is true that, as Ridinger-Dotterman points out, “Gilmore 
Girls resists punishing Paris for sex. Yes, she doesn’t get to go to 
Harvard, but she does go to Yale” (59), as does Rory. However, I do 
not entirely agree with Ridinger-Dotterman. Paris is not punished for 
having sex, but the series clearly suggests a link between having sex 
and becoming less academically successful, particularly for women. 
When Lorelai has sex with Christopher, she gets pregnant with Rory 
and is forced to drop out of high school. When Rory has sex with Dean 
(and later Logan), she loses interest in her academic plans. Certainly, 
becoming sexually active does not directly derail these women’s aca-
demic endeavors, but it plays a role. Becoming sexually active is tied 
to giving up (even if temporarily) some of each character’s academic 
success. While these three incidents do not directly parallel one an-
other, it is interesting to note how all three characters’ academic plans 
change as a result of losing their virginity. They are not exactly pun-
ished, but the series also suggests (even if inadvertently) that female 
sexuality can detract from academic success.

At the end of the series, Rory even breaks off her relation-
ship with Logan in order to achieve her lifelong dream of becoming 
a journalist. Having broken up with Logan in the previous episode, in 
the series fi nale Rory takes a job on the campaign trail with Barack 
Obama as a reporter for a small online newspaper. Choosing self-suf-
fi ciency and a rewarding career over sexual pleasure, Rory seems here 
to achieve the feminist ideal McCaffrey believes she fails to achieve 
in earlier seasons (48-49). As McCaffrey points out, Rory’s behavior 
throughout much of the series is heavily infl uenced by her relation-
ships with men, who “dictate the tenor of their relationships” (42). 
In season fi ve, Logan’s father Mitchum offers her an internship with 
the Stanford Eagle Gazette because he feels bad that Logan’s mother 
and grandfather said she was not good enough for Logan. However, 
when Mitchum tells Rory she does not have what it takes to make it 
as a journalist, she immediately abandons her dream of becoming a 
journalist, drops out of Yale, and steals a boat with Logan. Not only 
does this behavior reinforce Rory’s submissiveness towards men, but 
also it emphasizes her privilege—jobs are not simply handed to peo-
ple who do not come from privileged backgrounds, particularly jobs 
like this internship, and her petulant attitude in dropping out of Yale 
and stealing the boat reinforces the fact that she is used to getting what 
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she wants out of life. Certainly, Rory is a hard-worker, but she cannot 
imagine a world in which her hard work does not carry with it a hefty 
reward. To a certain degree, viewers may be meant to judge Rory here, 
to see her behavior as problematic and worthy of critique. 

In contrast, in season seven, when Rory writes a scathing cri-
tique of elite culture after attending one of Logan’s parties, and he 
criticizes the piece, saying she is attacking him and his friends, she 
apologizes and offers not to submit the editorial for publication. Rory 
repeatedly allows men to dictate her life choices, abandoning her own 
ambitions as a writer in order to satisfy these men. Again, she is the 
stereotypical “nice girl” Brown and Gilligan discuss in their psycho-
logical study; she consistently defers to male authority, ignoring even 
her greatest role model (Lorelai), and seeing her own opinion as less 
worthy than men’s. Through its portrayal of Rory’s literacy practices, 
then, Gilmore Girls, until perhaps the fi nal two episodes, consistently 
reinforces traditional notions of gender and literacy, particularly the 
notion that girls should defer to men’s authority, just as they should 
emphasize literacy and other academic practices over sexual pleasure. 
Because Rory stays with Logan for two years despite the fact that 
the relationship is dissatisfying for many reasons, it makes it diffi cult 
to believe that the writers are not at times upholding her behavior. 
Nonetheless, in the fi nal two episodes, Rory regains her earlier spunk, 
stands up for herself and embarks on a potentially rewarding career 
path. By having Rory take a job with a burgeoning online newspa-
per with an editor who, like Rory, expresses distaste at Logan’s party 
guests, Gilmore Girls’ writers assert, fi nally, that new kinds of lit-
eracy practices deserve further attention, that coming from privilege 
does not guarantee success, and that women should not simply defer 
to male authority. Unfortunately, this message is frequently undercut 
through the series’ portrayal of Rory’s character.

Literacy and Family
Gilmore Girls’ portrayal of Rory’s literacy practices, thus, 

has important implications in terms of how class and gender infl uence 
one’s literacy practices. When it comes to literacy, one’s background 
matters, and the show often reinforces this point. Literacy practices 
are social practices, and they are often rooted in familial backgrounds. 
According to Bronwyn T. Williams, children “who live in print-rich 
environments have a better chance of having more experience with 
print, develop more of a feeling of competence and control, and talk 
more about pleasure in reading and writing” (“Are We,” 340). Rory is 
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the granddaughter of an elite New England couple. Like Rory, Richard 
Gilmore is an avid reader. Throughout the series, Richard constantly 
asks Rory what she has been reading and discusses his own favorite 
texts with her. Clearly, literacy has been highly valued in the Gilmore 
household. However, Gilmore Girls also suggests that, although elite, 
affl uent families are more likely to produce children who are more 
highly literate, literacy is not directly tied to economic background. 
Wealthy individuals like Paris and Logan are well read, but so is Jess 
Mariano, the son of an absent father and a fi nancially strained mother, 
who briefl y lives with his uncle Luke, an undereducated diner owner. 
In fact, Jess’s literacy is entirely independent of education and eco-
nomic background, and he is just as successful as Rory, Paris, and 
Logan at a very young age. 

Of course, Jess is an anomaly on the show—the other char-
acters who lack formal education are not nearly as well versed in tra-
ditional, canonical literature as Jess. Dean, for instance, never under-
stands or fully appreciates the literature Rory asks him to read; he 
has no interest in it. While Rory is meant to go to Yale and become 
a successful journalist, Dean is meant to remain in a small town like 
Stars Hollow and work as a carpenter. And, even though a carpenter 
can certainly read and enjoy novels like Kate Chopin’s The Awaken-
ing, most members of the working class are not taught to value Cho-
pin’s work, to see it as relevant to their lives. Jess, on the other hand, 
believes that one can be a member of the working class and still enjoy 
traditionally elite literacy practices. Jess’s ability to read and under-
stand traditional, canonical literature despite his lack of education is 
signifi cant; it suggests that the show’s writers believe, and perhaps its 
viewers should recognize, as well, that while social and educational 
background play an important role in one’s development of literacy, 
those factors do not necessarily dictate one’s eventual literacy prac-
tices. In fact, one can be raised in the elite classes (like Lorelai) and 
never fully develop elite tastes and literacy practices, while another 
can be raised in the middle or lower classes (like Jess) and fully adopt 
elite tastes and literacy practices. On the show, background matters, 
but it is not everything. 

The series suggests that traditional notions of taste and what it 
means to be literate are highly problematic and need to be questioned. 
To return to an earlier point, literacy and education are often tied to 
one’s economic background. Superfi cially, this would seem to be true 
on Gilmore Girls; the characters whose families are the wealthiest are 
the most highly literate in canonical texts. But, as we see through the 
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portrayal of the Springsteen family, these literacy and other cultural 
practices are suspect, the object of scorn. Through Paris, as well, we 
see the potential negative effects of elite culture on younger genera-
tions—Paris is never really happy in her life until she loses her for-
tune and is forced to make it on her own. Jess, on the other hand, is a 
highly literate individual who comes from a much less affl uent family. 
Lane Kim, Rory’s best friend, also breaks from tradition; though she 
is not as knowledgeable about canonical literature as the other char-
acters, Lane is very well read. She knows more about popular music 
and music history than anyone else in Stars Hollow. Through its por-
trayal of these characters’ literacy practices, Gilmore Girls suggests 
that literacy need not necessarily be tied to one’s social class status or 
familial background—all three of these characters are raised by single 
mothers, none of whom has more than an Associate’s degree. In fact, 
with few exceptions, the characters who have the most cultural capi-
tal, who are most interested in developing their literacy practices, and 
who explore nontraditional approaches to literacy and taste come from 
nontraditional family backgrounds.

Thus, the show attempts to subvert traditional notions of class 
and literacy, suggesting that Jess is able to transcend his familial and 
class background because he desires cultural capital enough to work 
to earn it. Once again, through its portrayal of Jess’s upward mobility 
(by the end of the series, he is a published author and part-owner of a 
small bookstore, which publishes its own zine), the series reinforces 
the notion of the American Dream. Gilmore Girls thus sends a mixed 
message: with hard work, anyone can be academically or commercial-
ly successful, and with practice anyone can develop the right kinds of 
tastes, cultural capital, and literacy practices, but those who are more 
privileged are more successful. By portraying characters like Rory, 
Jess, and eventually Paris achieving the American Dream in spite of 
having limited fi nancial means to achieve their goals, while regularly 
concealing the legitimate concern of how to fund their endeavors, the 
series ultimately undermines its own message. Particularly disturbing 
is the show’s treatment of single mothers, who are almost always suc-
cessful on this show. Again, through its portrayal of these women’s 
upward mobility, Gilmore Girls reinforces the American Dream and 
simultaneously hides the struggles, both classed and gendered, single 
mothers endure. Characters never genuinely struggle on the show—
they always somehow succeed in spite of their circumstances, but we 
never witness true daily struggles; as a result, literacy and educational 
success prove to be the province of the privileged on this series, even 
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among those whose sources of fi nancial assistance are hidden.

Literacy as Pleasure
This confl icting message about literacy and success is most 

apparent in Gilmore Girls’ portrayal of Rory, who inhabits two worlds. 
She exists in and exists outside both of these realms, and her reading 
practices demonstrate this dual existence. Rory’s literacy practices are 
reaffi rmed in the fi nal episode of season three, when she delivers the 
valedictorian speech at her high school graduation: “I’ve been a resi-
dent of Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, hunted the white whale 
aboard the Pequod, fought alongside Napoleon, sailed a raft with Huck 
and Jim, committed absurdities with Ignatius J. Reilly, rode a sad train 
with Anna Karenina and strolled down Swann’s Way” (“Those Are”). 
Rory understands the literature she is supposed to have read—the ca-
nonical texts—but she also loves them. She goes on in her speech to 
describe her other world—“one populated with characters slightly less 
eccentric, but supremely real, made of fl esh and bone, full of love, 
who are my ultimate inspiration for everything” (“Those Are”). For 
Rory, literacy is not just about being educated and fi tting into an elite 
culture. Literacy is not just about reading and writing, but about fi nd-
ing pleasure in that reading and writing, whether those practices are 
elite or not. And literacy is about sharing one’s thoughts with others—
her daily interactions with other human beings and her discussions of 
texts are fundamental to Rory’s sense of literacy. Thus, it would be a 
gross oversimplifi cation to argue that Rory has elite tastes simply be-
cause she was bred to have those tastes. She loves canonical literature, 
but she loves non-canonical literature just as much. Literacy, for Rory, 
is a way of life.

Of course, her choices tend to reaffi rm elite educational val-
ues. Throughout early scenes in the show, Rory mentions and quotes 
only canonical, sanctioned literature. Superfi cially, she seems interest-
ed in reading only what she is “supposed” to read. In a sense, then, the 
series itself seems to advocate the literary canon, to affi rm its value. 
Add the fact that she seems to read only “approved” texts to the fact 
that Rory is obsessed with attending a series of elite schools—fi rst 
Chilton, then Harvard and Yale—and it becomes clear that a certain 
type of education is being valued by Rory and by the show itself. Rory 
is certainly, though a member of the middle class in Stars Hollow, 
a member of the elite class of New England. Her birthright into the 
wealthy Gilmore family can never fully be overshadowed by her life 
in Stars Hollow. Still, her love of popular texts, especially of music, 
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transcends the elite class into which she was born, a point we rarely 
see actually playing out in the show. Again, by not showing this side 
of Rory as often as the side which enjoys “approved” literature, the 
show seems to advocate a specifi c, traditional form of literacy. 

Nonetheless, the show offers glimpses into Rory’s non-tra-
ditional literacy practices. Just as Rory is highly literate in canonical 
texts, she is literate in pop cultural and political texts. While the show 
reaffi rms elite standards of literacy, then, by promoting elite educa-
tion, it nonetheless refuses to defi ne literacy and taste solely in terms 
of what is deemed appropriate by the elite class. Perhaps the best ex-
ample of Rory’s literacy practices bridging elite and popular culture 
is seen in her interactions with Jess. Rory becomes infatuated with 
Jess when she learns that he loves to read. When he hands her a book 
he stole from her bedroom and annotated for her with marginal com-
ments, she says, “I thought you said you didn’t read much,” to which 
he replies, “What is much?” (“Nick and Nora”). Throughout the se-
ries, we see both Rory and Jess reading novel after novel, and often 
we fi nd them conversing about the texts they have read—from Moby-
Dick to Slaughter-house Five to Franny and Zooey, just to name a few. 

However, Rory and Jess are equally conversant in popular 
texts. When Luke learns that Jess is failing out of high school, he asks 
Rory to tutor Jess, but Jess has no interest in learning what the school 
has to teach him—instead, he quizzes Rory on lyrics to a song by the 
Clash, convinces her to leave the diner to go buy ice cream, and asks 
her about her future plans to become a journalist. They have a lengthy 
conversation about these plans, wherein she reveals her desire to be-
come Christiane Amanpour after college (“Teach Me”). Later, when 
Rory and Jess are dating, they continue to discuss literary texts, but 
they spend most of their time discussing pop cultural texts like fi lms 
and music. For Rory and Jess, popular texts are as engaging and edu-
cational as traditional literary texts, allowing these two young people 
to take part in the kinds of “rhetorical, political, poetic, cultural work” 
Michael K. Saenz argues that television viewing can promote (37). By 
discussing fi lms, television shows, and popular music in the same way 
they talk about canonical texts, Rory and Jess, and Gilmore Girls’s 
writers by proxy, encourage a new kind of cultural capital rooted in 
the popular.

Through her relationship with Jess, as well as her relationship 
with her best friend Lane, Rory maintains her love of popular cultural 
texts, fi nding as much value in them as she does in canonical litera-
ture. While they are listening to music in Rory’s bedroom, Rory tells 
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Lane that the song makes her feel “gloomy.” Lane responds, “like Joy 
Division gloomy? Nick Cave gloomy? Robert Smith gloomy?” Rory 
says, “Johnny Cash gloomy,” to which Lane replies, “So like a San
Quentin-y, ‘It’s a long road home, and my horse just got shot, but I still 
got my girl by my side’ gloomy?” (“Emily in”). In these four lines, 
Rory and Lane exhibit a strong understanding of the conventions of 
country music, which suggests a level of literacy that transcends the 
classroom and elite texts. They demonstrate an ability to read and ana-
lyze texts that are not conventionally considered worthwhile reading 
by many within elite culture, and yet they do so with the sophistica-
tion of elite readers. While Rory comes from an elite family, Lane, 
a walking encyclopedia of rock music, does not, which shows that 
cultural capital, while linked in certain ways to class background, is 
not characteristic only of the elite. Indeed, whereas Rory is regularly 
encouraged by her mother to develop such tastes, Lane is forced to 
conceal her tastes from her mother, literally hiding her music, books, 
and clothing from her mother under fl oorboards, behind a false-back 
in her closet, and underneath her “Mrs.-Kim-approved” attire. Every-
one, with some training, can learn to read texts with the same level 
of sophistication as an individual with an elite education, though this 
does not mean that some individuals are not prevented from attaining 
that training by social factors, particularly gender and socioeconomic 
class.

On the other hand, while these characters explore nontradi-
tional approaches to literacy and taste, they develop their own taste-
based hierarchies. It is signifi cant that Rory and Lane are discussing 
these particular musicians within this scene, for Rory receives a phone 
call from her grandmother during the same scene. Emily asks whether 
Rory prefers the boy band 98° or NSYNC, to which Rory replies that 
if forced to choose she would begrudgingly select NSYNC. Both Rory 
and Lane express disgust at Emily’s asking the question, suggesting 
that there is something wrong with liking either group (“Emily in”). 
Throughout the series, numerous similar conversations occur, demon-
strating that while the series’ writers believe that privileging certain 
literary texts, fi lms, and television series above others is problematic 
and worthy of the characters’ scorn, these writers still promote cer-
tain tastes as superior to others. In order for Rory and Lane to appear 
“cool,” they have to uphold certain standards of taste.

Engaging the Audience
Gilmore Girls invites its viewers to engage with the main 
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characters’ literacy practices, developing their own literacy practices 
in response. The show also encourages its viewers to begin to read 
popular cultural texts, like music, fi lm, and television shows, as works 
of literature just as they might canonical literature. By watching Rory 
and her friends engage in literacy practices on a regular basis through-
out the series, viewers are encouraged to see value in those practices. 
In addition, only those viewers who begin to educate themselves in 
popular culture and in canonical literature will be able to fully un-
derstand many of the conversations and jokes on the show. The less 
pop culturally savvy a viewer is, the less likely she or he is to fully 
comprehend what the writers are trying to accomplish in these mo-
ments, and thus the less likely she or he is to feel connected to the 
show and its characters. Nonetheless, for the less socially, politically, 
literarily, and pop culturally conscious viewer, particularly those who 
might watch the series for the fi rst time on DVD, the producers have 
provided booklets in the DVD sets called “Guide[s] to Gilmore-isms.” 
Each of these “guides” lists the variety of references throughout the 
series from Anna Karenina to Billy Graham to ensure that all viewers 
have equal access to the references made throughout the series. 

The existence of these guides in the DVD sets suggests at 
least two possibilities: that the show’s producers (or the producers 
of the DVD sets) are giving in to an assumption that most viewers 
will not understand all of the references and at least the booklets of-
fer some way of understanding many of the jokes, or that the show’s 
producers expect its viewers to become more literate by reading about 
the references made throughout the show so that they can engage in 
more conscious conversations about what is happening on the show 
and within the culture in which the series exists. Justin Owen Rawlins 
suggests the former: “Gilmore Girls distinguishes itself, because its 
fundamental characteristic, the ‘Gilmore-ism,’ is identifi ed from vari-
ous discursive sites as a marker of quality and is actively engaged by 
both producers and consumers in an effort to dispense and mobilize 
knowledge” (44). In addition, these guides are designed to look like 
composition books that students might use in school so that those who 
look at them will view them as texts from which they can learn more 
about culture and about the show. In other words, these booklets en-
courage literacy practices even among those who are not as highly ed-
ucated as others. Through these guides, the show’s producers promote 
intellectualism and literacy, as well as an appreciation for an array of 
texts and a new kind of taste. 

Of course, an analysis of these booklets raises some questions: 
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what is really being advocated here? Is the show actually promoting 
literacy and intellectualism? A certain type of literacy and intellectu-
alism? Or is it more the appearance of literacy and intellectualism? 
When individuals read these booklets and learn the references being 
made on the show, they learn to “fake it,” to pretend that they under-
stand the references. For Rory, “tak[ing] to the sea” and “knock[ing] 
people’s hats off” like Ishmael means much more than it does for the 
television viewer who simply understands that quoting Ishmael makes 
one look intelligent. Thus, while the booklets promote literacy in a 
sense, how far that literacy extends is up to the individual reader. The 
hope is that viewers will watch the show and read the booklets and 
be inspired to become more educated (both in a traditional, academic 
literature and in popular culture). Possibly, the booklets will either be 
ignored or be read solely to be able to create a semblance of intellect. 
However, the existence of over 15,000 fan fi ction pieces dedicated 
to the series on just one site (fanfi ction.net) suggests that fans are in-
spired to write in response to the series. 

Gilmore Girls is a television series highly engaged with indi-
viduals’ literacy practices. Repeatedly turning to questions of literacy, 
taste, cultural capital, and family, Gilmore Girls invites its viewers to 
more carefully examine how they defi ne those terms and why they 
defi ne them in the ways that they do. However, the series presents 
literacy in sometimes troubling ways, suggesting that taste-based hi-
erarchies need to be dismantled, while simultaneously portraying lit-
eracy, taste, class, and gender in mostly stereotypical ways. Through 
its portrayal of Rory’s character in particular, Gilmore Girls asserts 
a notion that girls should perform literacy in traditional ways, even 
as they question why certain tastes are privileged over others. Still, 
while the show ultimately upholds elite values, presenting Ivy League 
education and traditional, canonical forms of literacy as desirable, it 
also promotes a sense that traditional defi nitions of literacy, taste, and 
cultural capital are suspect, and worthy of careful reconsideration. 
Contrasting the Springsteen family with the Gilmore girls, the series 
suggests that to have true cultural capital, good breeding, and acute 
discernment, one must do as Lorelai does and combine a love for the 
elite texts with a love for the popular.
Laura Detmering
University of Louisville
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Note

1With one exception, all episodes quoted herein were written by se-
ries creator Amy Sherman-Palladino or Daniel Palladino. See Works Cited.
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Sheila Webb

Th e Consumer-Citizen:
Life Magazine’s Construction of a Middle-Class Lifestyle 

Th rough Consumption Scenarios

In the late 1930s, Life’s appearance in the mailbox each week presented 
a visual treasury, sometimes in color, of the variety in American 
lifestyles and products. In perusing Life’s pages, one could be taken on 
a visual tour of America’s typical small town; gain insight into the daily 
life of young co-eds at an experimental college; see Broadway star 
Helen Hayes relaxing at her New England estate; contemplate actress 
Joan Crawford’s furniture as she sat on her settee with her dachshund 
Baby beside her; take a peek at how the wealthy amused themselves 
at the New York club El Morocco; peer over a debutante’s shoulder 
as she examined a social registry to choose which eligible young men 
to invite to her ball; or, based on the magazine’s estimate of income, 
order a model home designed by an architect commissioned by Life.

With its premiere issue in 1936, Life hit a chord with its 
audience. This form of storytelling was an immediate success, 
signaling the eager acceptance of the pictorial essay, a new form of 
mass communication. In a prospectus, publisher Henry Luce declared 
that the photo-essays in Life were devised to present a “coherent story” 
(Elson 278). During a time of social and political upheaval, one of the 
stories the editors told was that the American way of life was tied to 
consumption and home ownership. The editors viewed themselves as 
missionaries of taste to their readership. The narrative format of the 
photo-essay visualized the goals the editors had for their readers: that 
through proper purchasing and taste education, following advice from 
trained professionals, Americans could fully embrace the future. 

This article looks at the fi rst decade of the magazine and 
examines the role of cultural intermediaries in the formation of 
taste publics in a mass-market publication. Life attempted to shape 
and elevate the taste of its middle-class readers. The photos and the 
accompanying text helped defi ne the norms and behaviors of the 
upper and middle class, and provided a blueprint for those hoping to 
join them. An examination of selected photo-essays shows how the 
editors worked to accomplish this through “consumption scenarios,” 
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step-by-step how-to’s that demarcated styles based on price. This 
approach conveys the contradictions inherent in a media giant 
promulgating standards of taste that promoted modernity, considered 
an “elite” construct, at the same time it delineated taste standards 
as ones based on purchasing ability and class standing.1 This study, 
which examines housing and furnishings in particular, shows how 
the magazine sought to impact the social and political culture around 
home ownership, for Life went beyond coverage to production. This 
is particularly meaningful as Life was not a “shelter magazine”; 
rather, it was a news outlet, which makes its commissioning of model 
homes by notable architects and its partnering with major department 
stores for furnishings to decorate those homes most notable. This 
discussion also analyzes Life’s coverage within historical commentary 
on the role of the citizen as a consumer. In the midst of the Great 
Depression, purchasing was presented as an American activity, one 
that advanced the goals and fortunes of the country as a whole. Along 
with advertising, Life played a critical role in tying consumption to the 
American way of life, as a new defi nition of citizen was developed that 
related active consumption to participation in democracy, a narrative 
device that continues to be prominent in the news today. 

CREATION OF TASTE 
The role of cultural knowledge in creating class boundaries was 
advanced by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. His work focuses 
attention on the way cultural knowledge affects social positioning, 
as well as on the way taste education works to create social groups 
(Lamont and Fournier). In this article, the editors of Life will be 
discussed as “cultural intermediaries” (Bourdieu), as they presented 
cultural knowledge from a top-down perspective, one in which the 
editors imposed their critical views on the magazine. The attitude of 
the editors at Time Inc. has been described as one that championed a 
modernism “that held little appeal to a mass audience” and that was  
“disdainful of middle class taste” (Vanderlan 241). Much in the same 
way the Book of the Month Club chose for its members those works it 
deemed essential to read, so Life presented interior design and housing 
information in a way meant to help the reader become a full-fl edged 
member of the middle class. 

Bourdieu introduced the concept of cultural intermediaries to 
describe a class of people who worked in “all the occupations involving 
presentation and representation (sales, marketing, advertising, public 
relations, fashion, decoration and so forth) and in all the institutions 
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providing symbolic goods and services . . . and in cultural production 
and organization which have expanded considerably in recent years” 
(359). According to Bourdieu, because for the middle class, taste 
is not “familiar” as it is for the upper class and has to be learned 
socially, the middle class pursues an “anxious quest for authorities and 
models of conduct” (331); Randal Doane terms this process “anxious 
didacticism” (159). Keith Negus credits cultural intermediaries with 
shaping use values and exchange values and with seeking “to manage 
how these values are connected with people’s lives through the various 
techniques of persuasion and marketing . . . . [C]ultural intermediaries 
become continually involved in explaining to us the use values of 
these new commodities” (504). 

The role of cultural intermediaries was performed by the 
editors of Life. As seen in numerous self-promotions published in the 
magazine, the editors saw themselves as embodying the growing role 
and prestige of professionals to interpret modern life. In one such self-
promotion they declared: “We are enthusiastically committed . . . to 
the long-haul job of dramatizing to all Americans how much they have 
to gain from an intelligent and active support of the home building 
movement. This is a most natural task for LIFE to set itself. For, in 
every one of its stimulating pages, LIFE is intensely concerned with 
all things in the world that shape and color you and your life. And of 
all these things, LIFE believes there is none more vital, more basic in 
importance than – your home!” (3 April 1939 12-3). (See Figure 1.)

Before the premier issue in 1936, the editors attempted to 
defi ne their audience. Luce said, “We do not intend to appeal to the 
mob, but we do hope that the magazine will appeal to a million or 
more people who are not all of them high brow” (Wainwright 37-38).
After the magazine’s launch, due to its record-breaking circulation, 
Luce viewed Life as Time Inc.’s “mass” magazine. Yet Life reached
a middle-class and upper-class audience.2 A 1939 survey identifi ed 
Life’s readers as at least comfortable. Setting actual income aside, the 
presentation in Life reached the goals and dreams of the great majority 
of Americans. This can be seen in Americans’ differing self-placement 
of social as opposed to economic class. In 1939, a Gallup poll asked 
Americans to place themselves in terms of “income class”: 31% 
replied they were in the lower class, 68% said middle, 1% said upper. 
Yet when asked what “social class” they belonged to, 88% said middle 
class (Baritz 105). This was the audience Life was designed to attract.

Luce was very concerned about reaching, counting, and 
knowing Life’s audience. As early as April of 1937, he had lunch with 
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John Shaw Billings, soon-to-be managing editor, to determine “how 
people read Life, are they devoted to it, would they miss it?” (Billings 
Diary, April 1937). To fi nd out about who was reading its pages, Life
turned to public opinion polls, following in the footsteps of both Time
and Fortune. The results of the study were published in the spring of 
1940 as a self-promotion titled “Bigger’n We Thought!” The study 
showed that Life reached 40.9% of the “A” group, the group that 
represented “the cream of those people with money to spend.” The 
“A” group member lived in a “substantial house” and didn’t “have 
to pick and choose between the luxuries common to his community.” 
Life reached 32.3% of the “B” group, those who were comfortable. 
The member of this group “lives well, eats well, and has some left over 
with which to play.” The magazine reached 24.8% of the ”C” group, 
those that constituted the “great American middle class,” the “nation’s 
stiff backbone.” Finally, Life reached 15.9% of the “D” group, “the 
great mass of working people,” the group that “manages to maintain a 
decent standard of living but lacks some of the things we commonly 
call necessities”3 (“Bigger’n” 18-19).

The professional middle class was Life’s targeted reader.4

The primacy of the middle-class experience as the editors’ preferred 
frame is evident throughout the run of the magazine, seen over and 
over again in the choice of topics and the shaping of textual material 
to present the middle-class experience as the norm. Self-promotions 
and archival memos show that the Life editors viewed themselves as 
charged to speak to, and for, the middle class, at the time some 20 
million readers (“We, the American People” 115). They addressed the 
middle-class reader directly and encouraged that reader to follow their 
exhortations on leisure, sports, fashion, and art. To today’s reader, the 
explicit use of class markers may seem surprising. Yet, at the time, the 
editors were open and explicit about which class the pictured subject 
belonged to and issued pronouncements on what that membership 
meant.

The language used in the magazine’s text was at once 
patronizing and authoritative, celebratory and descriptive. This 
approach was characteristic of all the Time Inc. publications and 
was tied directly to Luce’s educational goals. As he wrote in 1922, 
“The hope of Democracy is Intelligence and the food of Intelligence 
is Information” (Qtd. in Baughman 34).  This coverage can be tied 
both to the times and to Luce’s own missionary background: as Luce 
biographer Robert Herzstein wrote, in “his life as in his work, Harry 
Luce would try to effect a union between traditional values, American 
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evangelism, and the modern age” (43).
Luce viewed consumption in a way that paralleled that 

proposed by advertiser Bruce Barton. Warren Susman outlines the 
importance of such fi gures in the 1920s and 1930s: Barton’s “version 
of the success story helped ease the transition from an older, more 
producer-centered system with its traditional value structure to 
the newer, more consumer-oriented system with its changed value 
structure. Barton’s inspirational writings (and in a way this includes 
his brilliant advertising copy) found a way of bridging the gap between 
the demands of a Calvinistic producer ethic with its emphasis on hard 
work, self-denial, and the new, increasing demands of a hedonistic 
consumer ethic: spend, enjoy, use up” (123).

Life’s large format allowed it to show in great detail which 
products and subjects it considered noteworthy, giving the magazine, 
as well as its advertisers, a signifi cant advantage in the creation of a 
taste public. The creation of a taste public depended not only on that 
public possessing the necessary funds, which Life’s audience did, but 
on taste education. The coverage of the lifestyles of various classes 
was part of that visual education. This textual approach encouraged 
the reader to make distinctions and provided cues to interpreting the 
visual information. 

In her work on how Life presented the family as a narrative 
strategy in the postwar era, Wendy Kozol writes that as photographs 
are often open to alternate readings, Life “sought to win consent for 
a preferred reading through discursive strategies that constrained the 
range of options in favor of dominant positions. Representational 
strategies such as inclusive pronouns, direct address and visual 
realism facilitated identifi cation in order to incorporate the reader into 
Life’s imaginary collective” (17). In claiming that these photo-essays 
created a common community of consumption, one could claim 
that consumerism democratizes by providing a way to participate 
in national culture. This study argues that the positive portrayal of 
modern goods can be interpreted as designed to create an educated and 
differentiated set of tastes through hegemonic norms about what to 
consume. This necessity to place oneself socially via possessions was 
supplied graphically by Life in 1949 in tongue-in-cheek drawings the 
magazine commissioned from Russell Lynes after he had formulated 
his typology of highbrow, middlebrow and lowbrow in Harper’s (11 
April 1949, 100-1). (See Figure 2.)

This role of taste-maker can be seen in the goals Luce expressed 
for his magazines. A biographer of Luce noted that, “Though neither 
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profoundly erudite nor profoundly responsive to aesthetic experience, 
Luce had an almost infallible intuition for what novel intellectual and 
artistic ideas would prove exciting, signifi cant, infl uential. He was a 
taste-maker. He anticipated America’s cultural expansion as a result of 
increased leisure and his magazines ventured deeper into the arts and 
sciences. The teacher-preacher in Luce longed to elevate the American 
mind, taste, and ethics. ‘America’s intellectual health’ was a phrase 
frequently on his tongue” (Kobler 19). Luce directed the editors on 
how to approach the Modern Living section, the section that served as 
the nexus between the Editorial and the Advertising areas. A memo he 
wrote in 1946 is worth quoting at length: 

It is the fi rst job of Modern Living to show how the 
multiplicity of goods in an industrial age can be used 
with relatively better rather than relatively worse 
taste . . . . Being so involved in the contemporary, Life
can’t for example, refuse to have anything to do with 
clothes if it thinks that contemporary fashions, as a 
whole, stink. But it can, without becoming hopelessly 
eccentric, choose the less bad among the bad and, 
with a combination of subtlety and earnestness, 
try to point the way out of a period of bad taste (in 
anything) toward good taste . . . .There are problems 
of good and bad taste throughout the magazine. But in 
Modern Living the requirement is the positive one of 
promoting good taste in the use of the abundance of 
good things which our economy provides.
(Qtd. in Wainwright 165)
A study of Life’s focus on commodities offers an intriguing 

application of Bourdieu’s construct of cultural intermediary, as the 
editors defi ned class explicitly based on professional status, purchases, 
and lifestyle. Yet, in so doing, although the editors presented class 
boundaries as defi nable, they also showed how standards could be 
adopted; thus defi ned, they also became permeable, as once boundaries 
were marked, they could be crossed. In this way, Life attempted to 
both inform and elevate the taste of its middle-class readers. The way 
to achieve that elevation was through education and application, seen 
over and over in the “tales of advancement” the magazine published.5

THE CONSUMER AS THE IDEAL CITIZEN
In the photo-essays on housing discussed here, we will see how 
Life participated in the tying of home ownership to fully realized 
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citizenship. Ideological constructs are formed through the presentation 
of concepts and behaviors as  “natural” and “universal” (Barthes; 
Giddens; Thompson; Williams). Just as Secretary of Commerce 
Herbert Hoover claimed “There is a universal yearning for better 
homes and the larger security, independence, and freedom that they 
imply,” so Life noted that the urge to own a home was obvious: “four 
out of fi ve Americans middle class Americans would like to have a 
home of their own” (13 December 1937 13). Likewise, the desire to 
participate fully in the new economy was portrayed as natural. We see 
this in a photo-essay on housing from 1937: “when a man buys a new 
house nowadays, one of the fi rst things he and his wife think about 
is more lights, more conveniences, more electrical gadgets than they 
had before” (13 December 1937 16). Life viewed not “buying up” as a 
problem to be solved. For example, a family profi led in a photo-essay 
on housing represented “the problem of people who are pretty well 
satisfi ed with the home they have and need to be convinced of how 
much better a house they could afford” (26 September 1938 57). 
 In the 1930s, the Life editors were sure of what it meant to be a 
citizen, and felt they were qualifi ed, even charged, with presenting that 
meaning. Luce went further, pronouncing in February of 1941 that the 
twentieth century was the “American century.” Historian Jackson Lears 
points to the consensus of the mid-century—“the faith in American 
progress and mission that lay behind Luce’s pronouncements and 
that pervaded public discourse well into the 1960s.” In describing the 
mid-century, Lears uses the term “Fordist moment” to describe the 
“centrality of mass production and consumption in creating a cultural 
consensus” (980). Life, in the 1930s, helped lay the groundwork for 
this mid-century consensus.6

 The photos in Life helped defi ne the norms and behaviors 
of both upper- and middle-class Americans and for those aspiring to 
emulate them. The editors intended those norms and standards to knit 
the country together not only politically but culturally. For the editors, 
participating in this lifestyle was what it meant to be an American. We 
will see this in the opening paragraphs of a story on model homes in 
which the editors told the reader that to build a new house, whether 
one needs to or not, is to participate in the economic recovery that is 
so necessary. Thus, to purchase a home is to be a good citizen, to be 
patriotic.

CREATORS OF THE NEW SUBURBAN LANDSCAPE
The central role magazines played in promoting a particular lifestyle 
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and mode of purchasing that centered on the home played out against 
the social and cultural backdrop of the time. The late nineteenth-
century concept of the necessity of homes that were both beautiful 
and clean “assumed that inhabitants would absorb their essences.” 
As Kathryn Dethier notes, “This American belief in the ability of the 
home to realize democratic principles and engender upright citizens 
continued into the twentieth century” (249). The Better Homes in 
America (BHA) campaign, which began in 1922, was a unique housing 
promotion designed to further just those concepts (Hutchison).

A primary way in which Life promoted consumption was in 
home building and furnishing. Life commissioned model homes from 
architects who designed homes from traditional to contemporary styles. 
It then published polls asking its readers to weigh in on their favorite,
with perhaps a nudge toward a certain choice, as seen in the poll’s title, 
“Do You Like the ‘Modern House’? Life Readers Are Invited to Cast 
Votes” (26 September 1938: 6). The reader was given instructions as 
to which house to buy based on income. Guides to furnishings were 
also published, with comments on pricing and taste included. Life
partnered with Wannamaker’s, the Philadelphia department store, to 
furnish the homes, so a reader could not only build a Life house, but 
also decorate it according to the editors’ suggestions. In this endeavor, 
Life actively participated in the nationwide concern for new housing 
and created a consumption scenario for the American public. (See 
Figure 3.)

We might think that the buttressing of the American home-
building industry was something left to trade or shelter publications. 
Yet Life was operating in an environment that had for decades 
encouraged such collaborations, and Life’s active role in promoting 
home design was part of a long tradition in American periodicals of 
advising the American consumer on what and how to buy. Historically, 
others included Godey’s Lady’s Book, House and Garden, and Good
Housekeeping.7

Millions of Life model home blueprints and models were sold. 
However, even though similar stories accompanied by building plans 
may have appeared in the above publications, Life was not what is 
now called a “shelter magazine.” Rather, it was a news publication, 
which puts its Modern Living section in a special category. Further, 
the editors felt the need to do their bit to help get America out of the 
Depression. Thus, the editors had a point of view and went a great way 
toward encouraging their readers to adopt that view. It is that mantle of 
care that the editors asserted for themselves that is so indicative of the 
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role the magazine assigned itself in defi ning and creating American 
middle class life through its consumption scenarios.

PHOTO-ESSAYS IN LIFE – THE CONSUMPTION SCENARIO 
AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO CLASS DEFINITION AND 
CLASS ADVANCEMENT
Life defi ned class by possessions; cultural, sporting, and social activities; 
professional standing; and money. Directly tied to this framing was 
the self-appointed role Life played in advocating consumption and the 
attainment of cultural knowledge as critical to both the advancement 
of the American middle class and to the responsibilities of good 
citizenship. In Life’s pages during this period was the establishment 
of a consumption ethic based on guidelines presented in consumption 
scenarios. This information on how and what to consume was put 
into practice only in the prosperous 1950s after the interruption of the 
Second World War. Yet it was during the 1930s that the instructional 
ground was laid and that the themes in the magazine that reached 
fruition in the 1950s and 1960s were fi rst developed. Following are 
a variety of stories that illustrate this creation of a taste public via the 
presentation of a consumption scenario with taste guidelines. Each 
conveys the theme of consumption as a marker to American identity. 
They each embody Life’s presentation of material possessions as both 
keys to class and as evidence of full participation in American life. In 
each, to consume is to perform a patriotic duty. 

Life often showed people in their homes as a way to identify 
them through their possessions. The pages of Life are full of stories 
on interiors, furnishings, how art should be hung, and in particular, 
housing. Rarely in Life’s pages in the 1930s was there any mention of 
the Depression. Rather, readers were encouraged to spend their way 
out of the economic slump, and the magazine was prepared to help 
them do that in every way.

One of many examples of stories that indicated the magazine’s 
concern about the economy and the role consumers must play is seen 
in a report on the furniture industry, “Will U.S. Homemakers Spend 
A Billion Dollars on Furniture This Year?” (November 1937 44-5). 
The story functions at several levels. First, it reported on the health 
of the industry:  “Since people buy furniture when they get married 
or when their incomes increase, the industry is hoping a matrimonial 
wave sweeps the country or that labor unrest resolves itself into fatter 
pay envelopes.” Thus, the editors tied social trends to economic 
health. Second, photos showed the kind of furniture that was for sale, 
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Figure 1. Life, Self-Promotion, 3 April 1939: 12-3

Figure 2.
“High-brow, Low-
brow, Middle-brow: 
There Are Three 
Basic Categories of 
a New U.S. Social 
Structure, and the 
High-brows Have 
the Whip Hand,” 
Life, 11 April 1949: 

100-1
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Figure 2.
(Continued)

Figure 3. “Life House Open for Inspection,” Life, 12 December 1938: 35, 37
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Figure 4. “Will U.S. Homemakers Spend a Billion Dollars on Furniture This 
Year?” Life, 29 November 1937: 44-5

Figure 5. “American Housing: A Fashion, A Problem, A Potential Boon and Boom,” 
Life, 15 November 1937: 51,52
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Figure 6. “Life Presents, In Collaboration with the Architecture Forum, Eight Houses 
for Modern Living,” Life, 26 September 1938: 46, 57

Figure 7. “Family Utopia,” Life, 25 November 1946: 58-59
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functioning as a sort of ad for the industry. In a style Life repeated often, 
choices based on income levels were made for the reader as to what 
to buy, or even consider. Photos of furniture were laid out in rows, the 
fi rst row identifi ed as appropriate for “People living in modest houses 
like these . . . ,” the last as appropriate for “People living in mansions 
like these . . . .” The text pointed out the relationship between cost and 
lack of style as a form of taste education. For example, the text ranked 
each type of furniture, with the modest furniture being described as 
“inexpensive, unstyled.” The rungs up the ladder of taste were also 
explicated, as the reader was informed of different spending behaviors: 
in the middle-class home, “as soon as more money for furniture is 
available, the bedroom goes modern.” 

Social behavior was identifi ed, as buying patterns were also 
noted—the modest make do with mail-order houses, the middle class 
buy at department stores, and the upper class buy in “swank shops like 
New York’s W. & J. Sloane,” and “frequently place orders through 
their own interior decorators.” Each style was described, with the 
“classic favorites” noted, such as “Eighteenth Century sets in walnut 
or mahogany” for the mansion; the “overstuffed chairs on modern line, 
with sofas to match, are mass favorites.” This last was clearly meant 
for the lower/working class as “mass” would never be applied to the 
other two groups. In keeping with the quantifi cation of information 
so typical of Life, prices were also included, as in the caption for a 
table: “Detail of $6,500 dining-room suite. Not essentially different 
in design from one above [for the middle class], rare woods, hand 
carving and fi nish account for cost.” After reading this article, the 
reader would have a good overview of current styles, know what she 
could afford, and know how her purchases would place her in terms 
of class. Further, if she hoped to move up in class, she would know 
where to shop and what to look for. (See Figure 4.) In this photo-essay, 
architecture and furnishings conveyed stability, social advancement, 
art knowledge, and class status. 

PROMOTION OF THE MODERN IN INTERIOR DESIGN 
AND HOUSING
Life urged Americans to invest in homes, and published photographs 
showing Americans what they could afford. One story, “‘The $5,000 
Dream House:’ Roosevelt Calls For 3,000,000 Of Them” (13 December 
1937: 13-6), began with a photo of a modest home, the kind “mature 
Americans dream of owning some day, partly because it suits their 
taste and partly because it is the best they can hope to afford.” The text 
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noted that although Americans spent more on radios than on building 
homes, the urge to own a home was strong. The text also notes that a 
survey done by Architectural Forum (a Time Inc. publication) found 
that “four out of fi ve middle class Americans would like to have homes 
of their own. The reason they do not is that they can’t, or think they 
can’t afford it.” The editors claimed many could afford a new home 
and set out to prove this to the reader. The next page showed a drawing 
of a $5,000 home for the reader to admire; the following page offered 
seven versions of what a similar home might cost in various locations, 
most around New York, again giving the readers specifi c information 
on housing costs. Most interesting was an accompanying story on the 
increased electrical power needs of such homes (13 December 1937 
16). Photos from the “Wonder House” displayed by Consolidated 
Edison showed new, innovative conveniences for kitchen, bath, 
bedroom, and nursery, including a lighted entryway, an electric alarm 
clock, and an electric device for chopping garbage to bits and sending 
it down a pipe. 

In its coverage of art, design, and technology, Life became
the standard bearer of modernity. Life exhorted its readers to welcome 
the modern with open arms. That exhortation took the form of art 
instruction, fashion news, and laudatory coverage of new media 
and new technology, all strands in the magazine’s overall goal of 
enrichment. This cheerleading for the new and modern also was 
a consistent theme in coverage of the home, and went beyond new 
appliances or housing styles to styles of architecture. One spread in 
the long photo-essay “American Housing: A Failure, A Problem, A 
Potential Boon and Boom,” applauded the town of Midland, Michigan, 
which, to the editors’ delight, was doing its part in the desired housing 
boom (15 November 1937 45-52). Home to Dow Chemical, Midland 
had largely avoided the Depression, and so its residents could afford 
new building. Photos showed a new courthouse, a new country club, 
modern houses. Of greatest interest are the captions accompanying 
photos showing the architecture of Alden Dow, son of the founder 
of Dow Chemical and a disciple of Frank Lloyd Wright. The text 
established the themes common in such stories, in which the editors 
promoted modern design, hired their own architects to produce modern 
houses, and exhorted their readers to join the housing boom whether 
they needed a new home or not. Here also appeared the theme of the 
diffi culty of getting the public to accept inventive design, something 
the editors greatly favored, as it spoke to taste development and to 
trends for the future. They championed architect Dow, described the 
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uniqueness of his design, and outlined the path to his success. Though 
“Midlanders fi rst thought he was crazy,” critical to Dow’s success 
was the patronage of the chairman of the board of Dow and his wife: 
“The conversion of the infl uential Pardees to his architectural ideas 
was a great conquest…Many Midlanders still reject modernism, build 
traditional houses. But Dow has stimulated them to want better homes 
– prime requisite for a building boom.” 

The Pardees’ home was described in detail more explicit than 
art coverage: “Sweeping windows and translucent transoms, plus the 
white refl ecting half of their two-toned ceiling, give them a maximum 
of light”; “light glows through glass blocks in this night photograph”; 
a notable feature of Dow’s designs was “an intriguing use of corners 
with occasional enticing glimpses of what lies beyond.” Photos 
highlighted the modern aspects of the design and called attention to 
new materials and new techniques. (See Figure 5.)

In such photo-essays, the editors became not merely describers
of the American scene but creators of it. Not content to present a 
reality, they strove to provoke a certain response. One example, 
“Life Presents, In Collaboration with the Architectural Forum,8 Eight 
Houses For Modern Living Especially designed by famous American 
architects for four representative families earning $2,000 to $10,000 
a year,” took up twenty-two pages (26 September 1938: 45-67). Luce 
did not like this issue; the story was publisher Roy Larsen’s idea, one 
he pushed for promotional purposes. Laid out by John Shaw Billings 
with Larsen looking on, the entire issue exhorted Americans to begin 
buying (Billings Diary, 8 September 1938 14). The opening text 
claimed that ads drummed away each week, ads that “keep Americans 
tingling with the yen to own new” cars, radios, etc. But there was no 
comparable campaign for housing to “make people want new houses.” 
Life was stepping into the breach. The editors set aside the “ill-housed 
third” who could not afford homes, and addressed those who rented but 
could buy, or those who owned but could own better but did not know 
how easy it was to fi nance a home. Thus, Americans were housed less 
comfortably and less happily than they could be. The editors claimed 
houses were more affordable than in 1926. Lack of purchasing was the 
reason why the building boom, which would pull the U.S. out of the 
Depression, had not transpired.
 The text related that the editors would do what they could to 
set off the boom: by fi nding four representative families, by asking 
them what they did/did not like about their present homes, by then 
commissioning top designers to design a traditional or modern home, 
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and then by offering a how-to on what the reader—“you” —could 
afford with details on how to fi nance a new home. Life encouraged
people to plunge in: “To be weighed against possible sacrifi ces are the 
pleasanter living, the pride of creation and ownership, and the security 
of substantial investment.”
 The story formula for the four featured families was this: how 
much the man made, what he did, photos of the interior and exterior of 
each current house, quotes from the family on what they would like, 
and then profi les of the two teams of architects, offering a traditional 
or modern version, respectively. For example, the Ramseys wanted 
more room, a more compact kitchen, a place for their children to play, 
and a place, literally, for Mr. Ramsey to hang his hat other than the 
lamp. (See Figure 6.) The next part of the formula was the plans, each 
introduced by “If you earn” so much “a year you can build one like it.” 
 The Smiths of Wyncotte, one of Philadelphia’s richest suburbs, 
were in the $10,000–$12,000 range. They “represent the problem of 
people who are pretty satisfi ed with the home they have and need to be 
convinced of how much better a house they could afford.” They had 
only minor complaints about their current home – only two bathrooms, 
not counting the one their “colored” maid used. The children of this 
family were photographed in highbrow leisurely pursuits, a boy 
playing the trumpet, the girl playing at being a ballerina, the oldest son 
reading. The text claimed that the Smiths must be encouraged to buy, 
as the upgrade would do them all good, thus embodying sociologist 
William Whyte’s contention that a group doesn’t know when a luxury 
becomes a need until informed by commercial tastemakers. (See 
Figure 6.)

In this photo-essay, the editors fulfi lled their self-appointed 
role of encouraging Americans to step up to the challenge of living 
well. They did this by exhorting people to build new homes, by 
playing an active role in commissioning designers who would design 
such homes, and by commissioning furniture by leading European 
designers to fi nish the homes. Most signifi cant is their equating buying 
with the health of the American economy, to the point of encouraging 
even those who had no need or desire for a new home to build one. 
And they showed the reader how to do it, by laying out how to fi nance 
such a purchase and by offering charts so each family could easily see 
what it could afford and what the payments would be. Finally, their 
audience was clear: they openly discounted the poor, the one-third of 
Americans who were “ill-housed,” and addressed no ethnic groups or 
blacks. The direct address used throughout rhetorically extends the 
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“representative” families who were covered to Life’s entire audience, 
as readers were encouraged to see in which group their income placed 
them and to act accordingly. And their readers did, as they voted on 
which house they liked best (they voted for Traditional) and ordered 
blueprints for Life houses. The editors also got letters from people 
who had built a “Life house,” some of whom, when construction was 
fi nished, sent in photos to show the editors how closely theirs matched 
the one they had seen in Life, even in landscaping.9

CONCLUSION
In the late 1930s and early 1940s Life helped lay the foundations for 
the postwar culture. During this period, Life defi ned the good life, 
outlined its accoutrements, and, so that the reader might live out that 
good life on Life’s terms, commissioned decorators and architects to 
construct homes and furnishings that its readers could purchase whole 
cloth. The magazine presented a model of society that was consumer-
based and defi ned the role of tasteful consumer as that of citizen. 

The suburb is a particularly American phenomenon and as 
such, is representative of American culture. During the late thirties 
and early forties, a number of factors were taking shape that made 
the move to the suburbs in the late forties and early fi fties possible, 
including land development, cheap lots, inexpensive construction 
methods, improved transportation technology, abundant energy, and 
government subsidies. The federal government played an active role in 
the creation of the suburbs, but for the government to act, a backdrop 
that makes such action possible is required. Publications such as Life
helped provide that backdrop. Life chose to focus on those who could 
afford new homes and to ignore the remaining third, preferring to 
direct attention to the upper and middle class. These groups were the 
chosen agents of social change because they could afford to build: it 
was the affl uent families who had the fl exibility and fi nancial resources 
to move to the urban edges fi rst (Jackson). 

Between 1928 and 1933, the building of new residential 
properties fell 95% (Jackson 187). During the 1930s, model homes 
became marketing devices. For example, GE sponsored a house in 
1935; The Ladies’ Home Journal’s “House of Tomorrow” appeared 
in 1937; and the “Town of Tomorrow” at the 1939 New York World’s 
Fair attracted rapt attention (Jackson 187). With the establishment 
of the FHA in 1934, it did, as Life claimed, become cheaper to own 
than to rent. After the war, as the wartime economy infrastructure was 
retooled to satisfy pent-up demand leading to the greatest building 
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boom in history, most Americans preferred to build than to rent or live 
in a “used” home. The stage was set for millions of Americans to take 
advantage of the advice and plans that Life offered.

In 1946, Life showcased the life the editors hoped for American 
families. They titled the spread “Family Utopia.” This “roseate and 
wondrous” dream consists of a single-story home with the new car 
parked in front of the garage. The drivers of the moving van, having 
moved the typical, featured family to the verdant suburbs, have spread 
all the essentials of middle-class life out on the lawn: a television, 
stove, slide, lawn mower, baby carriage. This family is about to begin 
the comfortable American life that Life proposed ten years earlier.10

(See Figure 7.)
The 1950s saw the fulfi llment of that lifestyle. The home in 

the suburbs became the site of the American middle-class life, one to 
which returning veterans and their wives fl ocked. Between 1947 and 
1953 the suburban population increased by 43% compared to general 
population increase of 11% (Cohen 190). In this postwar boom, 
the government played a major role in the building of highways. 
The housing industry developed new, mass-produced materials that 
enabled cheaper and faster construction. The effect was to create a new 
residential landscape. As Lizabeth Cohen writes, “At an astonishing 
pace the futuristic highways and mass-built, appliance-equipped, 
single-family homes that had been previewed at the New York World’s 
Fair in 1939-40 seemed to become a reality” (190).

It was during the 1950s, as Americans had more money to 
spend and more time to spend it in, that for the fi rst time in history, 
leisure was no longer confi ned to the elite but became what Karel 
Ann Marling (1994) calls a “mass phenomenon.” Marling quotes the 
New Yorker, which claimed that “so many people had joined the ranks 
. . . the term elite was obsolete. Leisure was classless nowadays, a 
textbook example of democracy in action” (51). Just as the increasing 
participation of millions of middle-class Americans had expanded the 
defi nition of democracy, writers during the period also connected the 
expanding purchase of goods to the democratic system. For example, 
historian David Potter studied the relationship between the abundance 
of goods and the American character and claimed it was material 
goods, so attractive to other cultures, that promised change (135).
Marling fi nds this presentation manifest in the “Kitchen Debate” 
between Nixon and Khrushchev, in which the “choice of a new 
appliance—pink, square, nonsensical, irrational: whatever—was a 
choice nonetheless and the habit of making them was a good working 
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defi nition of the American way of life” (279.)
Beginning in the late 1930s, the editors had outlined the terms 

of how Americans could and should be productive, fulfi lled citizens. 
In the middle of the Depression, Life’s pages showed a lifestyle that 
focused on the attainment of not only a well-built and affordable 
house, but the knowledge of how to furnish and enjoy life in that 
house through cultural attainments and an appreciation of the products 
made possible by technology. These themes were presented within the 
framework of American citizenship. 

Life thrived at a time when the editors could present such a 
unifi ed view of the ideal citizen. Today when we defi ne our citizenship 
in terms of difference not unity, that universal view is no longer 
possible, either in terms of routine practices of journalism or in terms 
of what the public will accept. And, for the most part, Life’s view left 
out blacks (and other nonwhite races/ethnicities) and the poor. For 
those it included, it spoke to their most treasured dreams and showed 
the way to realize them. In the process, in the 1930s and 1940s, Life
helped defi ne what it meant to be a middle-class American in a time 
of great turmoil and fear, a role that is unthinkable now in this age of 
personal politics. 

Further, Life’s identifi cation of class markers spoke to a specifi c 
time and place. As Richard Peterson points out, being “high status 
now does not require being snobbish but means having cosmopolitan 
‘omnivorous’ tastes” (87). Today, the upper-class consumer is as 
likely as the middle-class one to wear jeans and drive a Prius. Holt 
writes, “in postmodern cultures, it is increasingly diffi cult to infer 
status directly from consumption objects, as the status goods approach 
requires” (103). Holt posits that changes historically have reduced the 
potency of objects to convey status: the hierarchies identifying valued 
“high” culture from “low” culture have broken down, as has the tight 
connection between objects identifi ed as “high” and “low” culture 
to class identifi cation (Holt 103). Holt argues, “in contemporary 
consumer societies there are simply too many alternative goods and 
activities with multivalent and dynamic meanings for particular 
pieces of cultural information to serve as a stable indicators of class 
boundaries” (104).

Throughout the 1950s, Life remained a “hot book” among 
advertisers, and circulation was extremely high. Life chronicler 
Loudon Wainwright asked why was Life such a success in the 1950s, 
the “decade of rising prosperity and burgeoning aspirations?” For him, 
the answer was found in the sense of identifi cation Life’s audience felt 
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with the magazine: “Life seemed to see things the way its audiences 
saw them. It seemed to echo the hope, the curiosity, the impatience, 
the anger, the innocence of its readers . . . . Somehow, in a time of 
increasing affl uence and great change from wartime austerity (and an 
accompanying need for reaffi rmation of traditional stabilizing values), 
Life was playing back to these readers images of their country and 
of themselves that seemed both authentic and reassuring . . . . The 
magazine of the 1950s was a place where millions of people could 
discover modern American life, be stimulated by it and feel a part of it” 
(179-80). It was also the place in which the ideology of consumption 
laid out in the 1930s had become “common sense” for the common 
citizen.
Sheila Webb
Western Washington University

Notes

1 For a discussion of Life’s coverage of modernity, see Sheila 
Webb, “Art Commentary for the Middlebrow: Promoting Modernism & 
Modern Art through Popular Culture—How Life Magazine Brought “The 
New” into Middle-Class Homes,” American Journalism 27.3 (2010): 115-
150.

2 Roland E Wolseley defi ned “masses” as middle class, of moderate 
income, at least high school education (34). In 1939, of Life subscribers,
62,000 of 2,300,000 had incomes under $1,000 a year; 1,270,000 had 
incomes of over $3,000 a year (A General Presentation).

3 See a similar discussion of audience and class in Sheila Webb, 
“‘America Is A Middle-Class Nation’: The Presentation of Class in the 
Pages of Life.”

4 Richard Ohmann makes the case that magazines were a key site 
for identity formation of the emerging professional class at the turn of the 
century. 

5 See Sheila Webb, “The Tale of Advancement: Life Magazine’s 
Construction of the Modern American Success Story.”

6 As Jackson Lears writes, this sense that history “was on our side” 
required both “illusion and exclusion” (988).

7 The Ladies’ Home Journal was especially infl uential: The most 
successful magazine in the world in the teens, in 1895 it began publishing 
plans for houses costing $1,500 to $5,000. According to Kathryn Dethier, 
editor Edward Bok was particularly important: “Several factors contributed 
to the magnitude of Bok’s infl uence: the Journal’s low cost and huge 
circulation; the commissioning of leading architects by Bok to design the 
plans; and the widespread belief in the power of the domestic environment 

Pages23-48.indd 43 5/31/2012 3:45:57 PM



44 Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012

Life Magazine and the Consumer-Citizen
positively to affect individuals and society” (247). Kenneth Jackson notes 
that “whole colonies” of Ladies’ Home Journal houses sprang up across 
the United States (186). In a later period, Ladies’ Home Journal also 
commissioned architects to produce “dream houses” between 1941 and 
1945 (Jackson 232). 

8 Luce’s concern about housing was infl uenced, to his later chagrin, 
by New Dealer Mariner Eccles, who believed that the “main line of attack 
against the depression would be in housing.” Due to that infl uence, Luce 
bought Architectural Forum in order to highlight the single biggest industry 
in the United States (qtd. in Stewart 9).

9 Life homes are still being designed and built by internationally 
known architects.

10 Life’s was not the only voice in the Time Inc. enterprise working 
to create and defi ne the postwar landscape. Fortune also covered the new 
environment and tied it directly to greater consumption. According to 
Lizabeth Cohen, “The 30 million people that Fortune magazine counted as 
suburban residents in 1953 represented 19 percent of the U.S. population 
but 29 percent of the income. They had higher median incomes and home-
ownership rates, as well as more children fourteen and under, than the rest 
of the metropolitan population, all indicators of high consumption” (190). In 
1965, a decade later, Time summarized the cause of the great prosperity as 
directly tied to consumer spending.
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Vaughn May

“Planes Don’t Fly North”: 
College Football Recruiting and the Oppositional South

Scholars from various disciplines have identifi ed the 
importance of college football as a cultural marker and a source 
of regional pride for the American South. That there is something 
distinctive about southern football appears evident to many who have 
studied the phenomenon. The subject matter is varied: a short and not 
exhaustive list might include fandom (St. John), a particular season 
(Dunnavint), seminal games (Doyle), historic coaches (Barra), or the 
region’s cultural devotion to the sport (Miller; Travis, Dixieland).

Academic analyses of specifi c games or specifi c seasons 
become lenses through which to make sense of the region’s broader 
cultural context. Keith Dunnavint’s meticulous examination of 
the Alabama Crimson Tide’s 1966 football season in his book The
Missing Ring is instructive.  Dunnavint’s narrative hinges as much 
on the racially segregationist context of the 1960s as it does on any 
exploits on the fi eld. By 1966, Alabama was a dominant national 
power; indeed, the Crimson Tide had already won three national 
championships earlier that decade. But it was clearly an outsider to 
college football in another way: much of the national press perceived 
its segregationist team as morally defi cient and illegitimate, and 
subsequently, an undefeated, untied Alabama team was denied a 
national title (222-225). Dunnavint carefully outlines how national 
perceptions of the state’s segregationist traditions doomed the team. 
Allen Barra’s analysis of Coach Paul “Bear” Bryant in The Last Coach
is less circumspect: “Alabama lost the title that year because of George 
Wallace” (331).

Decades later, the twin themes that were present in the Crimson 
Tide’s story in 1966—athletic superiority, but moral inferiority— are 
on display again. In the current context, these themes can fruitfully be 
extended to the region’s premiere football league, the Southeastern 
Conference (SEC).1 And, as was the case in 1966, the discussions 
surrounding these themes echo the larger discourses employed by 
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both critics and defenders of the region, particularly over conceptions 
of economic opportunity.

The “athletically superior but morally inferior” themes 
constitute master narratives that inform current conceptions of the 
SEC and drive much of the national debate on the South’s place in 
college football. The two narratives exist in an uneasy tension. For 
SEC fans, the athletic superiority narrative is a fl attering story that 
offers a basis of keen regional pride and serves as a source of relentless 
bragging rights. The evidence cited for this interpretation can be found 
in the conference’s phenomenal success in the NFL draft, in its bowl 
records over the last decade, especially its win-loss record in Bowl 
Championship Series (BCS) bowls, and in a variety of other statistical 
data (Smith; Russo). A less empirical side to this narrative also exists, 
represented by the legions of fans on Internet message boards and 
talk radio shows who claim that the SEC simply plays better football 
than the rest of the country. Bolder theses connect gridiron exploits 
with larger cultural dynamics, twinning “good politics” with “good 
football” (Barnes). Central to these analyses are discussions of the 
South’s robust economic growth and portraits of the region as a land 
of immense opportunity.  The South is the American dream, writ large.

The second narrative is grounded in the perceived moral 
inferiority of the SEC. In this interpretation, SEC football stands in 
moral opposition to the rest of the country and is a repository for all that 
is wrong with collegiate athletics. Racially segregated teams are long 
gone, but an unethical ethos still reigns: the conference is accused of 
housing assorted cheaters, liars, and scoundrels (McMurphy; “USC”). 
A recent CBSSports.com poll found that 66% of college football fans 
labeled the Southeastern Conference as the “dirtiest” in the sport, a 
signifi cant number given that no other major conference earned more 
than 15% of the vote (Brockway). Akin to the athletic superiority 
narrative, the moral inferiority story has measureable components: 
some point to the conference’s large number of NCAA sanctions, its 
lagging academic standards, and its lack of inclusion in prestigious 
research bodies. 2  The narrative is also powered by more scholarly 
evaluations of the region. The Encyclopedia of Southern Culture’s 
celebration of southern sport frets that the region’s intense drive to 
compete has led to morally questionable outcomes (Reed, Hunnicutt, 
and Jackson 11). In this framing, the conference’s morally suspect 
football is symptomatic of larger regional maladies: the South’s “win 
at all costs” ethos not only leads to questionable football practices, but 
to an impoverished economic culture that enervates its citizens.
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This article focuses on the discourses of the college football 
recruitment season. Specifi cally, I argue that that the discussions 
present on the major recruiting websites—ESPN.com, Rivals.com,
and Scout.com—intensify both the “athletically superior” and the 
“morally inferior” narratives and guarantee that they will remain 
culturally relevant for the foreseeable future.3 In perpetuating these 
narratives, these recruiting forums mirror the critiques and defenses of 
the region as a whole. In debating football recruiting, the discussants 
are positing radically different visions of the South as well.

The Rise of the College Football Recruiting Season
The popularity of college football recruiting is incontrovertible. 

It has become such a part of college football’s national landscape that 
at least one analyst asserts that elements of the recruiting season are 
often more anticipated that the season itself (Low). Internet sites like 
Rivals.com, Scout.com, and ESPN.com, arguably the three fl agship 
recruiting venues, enroll thousands of subscribers and draw tens of 
millions of viewers to their main websites (Feldman 8; Mandel 140-
141), and the sports personalities that specialize in recruit talk, such as 
Tom Luginbill and Tom Lemming, have become permanent fi xtures on 
the media circuit. Major universities have sizable recruitment budgets, 
and coaches are often judged as much on their recruiting acumen as 
they are their knowledge of football Xs and Os (Feldman; Curtis 159-
162). SEC teams, on average, invest well over a half a million a year 
on football recruitment (Wieberg). 

The intense focus on where a high school athlete might strap 
on shoulder pads is a relatively new phenomenon. The current versions 
of Rivals.com and Scout.com are about a decade old (Feldman 8), and 
shows like ESPN’s Recruiting Insider have aired for only a few short 
years. This business has spawned a number of other smaller enterprises; 
other professional recruiting services sell their valuable game fi lms 
to colleges as well (Feldman 9). Unlike the actual football season, 
recruiting is not confi ned to a few months in the fall, but is instead 
a year-round spectacle, extending from the fi rst recruiting rankings 
in the early spring to the next year’s February signing day. In this 
vein, college football recruiting has become the sport equivalent of the 
invisible primary, or the period of time between political candidates 
announcing their offi cial plans to run for offi ce and their actual 
elections. Because no votes have been cast, pundits look for other 
signifi ers to determine which candidates are the most viable, chief 
among them poll results and money raised. Similarly, long before the 
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fi rst kickoff of the fall season, college football enthusiasts are looking 
for something, anything, that might indicate that their teams have 
accrued some advantage over hated rivals. Rivals.com, Scout.com, and 
ESPN.com fi ll the gaps as willing and profi table suppliers of recruiting 
information, venues where fans can receive up-to-date information on 
the latest moves of high school superstars.  A mind-boggling amount 
of statistical data furnishes the raw material for online discussion, and 
fans are treated to a host of player rankings by position and by state.

The Internet, and the rise of social media specifi cally, make it 
infi nitely easier for obsessed fans to evaluate potential recruits and to 
speculate with some confi dence where they might enroll (Mandel 140). 
Legions of fans now spend hours parsing the words of a high school 
athlete after an offi cial visit to a university. What did he really mean 
when he said he had a “good time” last weekend? What did he really 
mean when he said that his recruitment is “wide open”? Message-
board arguments explode over seemingly insignifi cant details: highly 
sought-after prospect Landon Collins launched a rhetorical fi restorm 
among Louisiana State University fans when he was pictured wearing 
an Alabama cap at one of Nike’s football camps. Similar to attorneys 
sifting through data, LSU fans demanded photographic evidence, and 
once receiving it, offered a variety of reasons why Collins might be 
misleading Alabama (Simmons). 

Enthusiasts regularly monitor Facebook and Twitter for 
possible clues on a recruit’s intentions, and the message boards are 
fi lled with fans claiming knowledge of their next moves. The athletes 
themselves are aware of the obsession. Some players offer willing 
major media outlets the opportunity to chronicle their decision-
making calculus (Dumond, Lynch, and Platania 1), and occasionally 
have fun at fan expense by issuing misleading remarks about their 
destinations. A comment that a recruit has soured on a school, and 
is rethinking his choice, sends shock waves through the fan pages. 
Journalist Clay Travis in “An Obsessive Recruiting Addiction” notes: 
“There is nothing like a de-commitment in the world of sports. The 
de-commit is a personal affront, a football break-up. Grown men, and 
occasionally a lone woman or two, come undone on message boards.” 
In 2007, when EPSN’s consensus number one player Joe McKnight 
spurned his home state of Louisiana to attend the University of 
Southern California, LSU fans felt so betrayed by the “traitor” 
McKnight that his high school marching band was booed at Mardi 
Gras two weeks after McKnight’s announcement (Farrell). Five years 
later, the comments section of his Youtube video commitment remains 
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fi lled with sparring comments from USC and LSU fans.
There is, of course, an endgame to all of the offi cial visits, 

the practice scrimmages, the enrollment decisions and the non-
decisions. The culminating event of the recruiting season is National 
Signing Day, and it is on this day when the South’s wealth of riches 
is most apparent. Normally held on the fi rst Wednesday of February, 
the recruiting season hits its apex precisely when interpretations of 
the January BCS Championship game are fading into memory. The 
details of the day have now grown familiar to recruitment junkies: 
signing day announcements are carefully interspersed by sports media 
over a twelve hour period, with mass media outlets like Rivals Radio 
and ESPNU providing continuous coverage. The athletes are usually 
surrounded by adoring families and friends, along with university caps 
that refl ect their prospective choices. The players normally declare 
their allegiances through the selection of caps, although several have 
yielded to the temptations of the media circus by prolonging the 
suspense about their decisions. Some engage in misdirection, donning 
caps only to throw them on the fl oor and select another school. Others 
have upped the ante with fl ashier displays. In the 2008 season, for 
example, cornerback Dre Kirkpatrick, in Russian-nesting doll fashion, 
eventually pulled an Alabama cap out of a bag that was lodged in a 
box that was lodged in an even larger backpack. In the 2010 season, 
prized running back Isaiah Crowell held up a baby bulldog to signify 
his commitment to the University of Georgia.

Clearly, it is appropriate that scholars of sporting life examine 
the recruiting phenomenon and its attendant energy, excitement, and 
fan support. But what academic lens might we use to make sense of its 
broader cultural foundations?

An Oppositional South
If the South has grown less distinct from the rest of the nation 

politically and economically (Woodard; Shafer), one might assume that 
the regional antagonisms fostered by sport would diminish. However, 
the opposite scenario could emerge as well. Ted Ownby notes that 
as “the objective features of southern distinctiveness decline,” 
Southerners “have been looking to culture for defi nitions of regional 
identity” (330). Perhaps it is precisely because more traditional 
indicators of “Southernness” have dissipated that southerners have 
embraced football as a means of distinction.

Sociologist Larry Griffi n’s idea of the “oppositional South” 
offers a useful academic  framework through which to make sense of 
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this cultural phenomenon.  Griffi n’s framework refers to the region’s 
literal and symbolic opposition to the rest of the nation, including 
Southerners’ own self-understandings of this relationship (17-18). 
For Griffi n, the South emerges as an “American problem” through 
political debates over “the meaning and importance of the facts of 
both southernism and Americanism” (16). The South was often on the 
losing end of these struggles, and thus it became collectively defi ned 
as a blighted and dysfunctional problem for the rest of the nation 
(16). Clearly, Griffi n’s analysis relies not only upon the “objective 
facts” of Southern difference, but also upon the social construction 
of those facts (16). Griffi n also notes that the South’s vindicators did 
not passively accept such criticisms, and instead charged the South’s 
detractors with obscuring the virtues of the region.

The idea of an “oppositional South” is alive and well in our 
current political discourse, particularly in the debates over the region’s 
economic opportunities. For example, should we treat the South’s 
economic rise in recent decades as a vindication of the region’s embrace 
of low taxes and weak government regulations? Or is its rise illusory, 
based on corrosive libertarian principles that drive down wages? One 
of the most strident voices in this debate belongs to Michael Lind, who 
has long asserted that the region delights in obstructing the economic 
progressivism of the rest of the country. For Lind, southern politicians 
relish pushing the South’s discredited economic ideas on the rest of the 
nation: “like a broken-down banana republic, it uses anti-union laws 
and low taxes to lure corporate investment in low-wage factories” 
(Lind). Hardly a land of opportunity, the region sabotages national 
aspirations and victimizes its own inhabitants.

Others who posit the existence of a distinct South do so for 
celebratory purposes. Northern transplant Lee Habeeb exalts the 
South’s entrepreneurial ethos. The region’s low-tax, free market culture 
serves as a haven for Americans looking to fl ee the suffocating statism 
prominent in other areas of the country. In Habeeb’s interpretation, the 
freedom to strive and to achieve is what pushes American immigration 
southward (Habeeb).

Extending the analogy to sport, Southeastern Conference 
football emerges in opposition to the football played outside the 
conference, perpetually defi ned by literal clashes on the fi eld and 
symbolic clashes on the message boards of Rivals.com, Scout.
com, and ESPN.com, as well as on talk radio shows throughout the 
country.4 More importantly, the socially constructed facts that offer 
fodder for the athletic superiority and the moral inferiority narratives 
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are indicative of the broader debates on Southern culture. Consider 
this question: how are college football fans to make sense of the 
SEC winning six consecutive Bowl Championship Series trophies 
from 2007-2012? Southern message board affi liates of Rivals.com,
Scout.Com, and ESPN.com elevate their perceptions of the region’s 
athleticism, connecting conference success to regional talent, 
particularly to the size, speed, and work ethic of Southern athletes. But 
they also allude to a broader region that nurtures athletic potential and 
rewards accomplishments. Why is SEC football dominant? Because 
the competitive culture that sustains it is dominant: the South drives 
its athletes to achieve excellence.

The non-Southern recruiting affi liates, by contrast, elevate 
their perceptions of the region’s misdeeds:  the SEC wins because 
powerful individuals in the conference are willing to manipulate the 
rules. The sportsblog “Eleven Warriors” —authored by Ohio State 
fans—does not mince words in “calling the SEC out for what it is: 
a conference that puts winning at football ahead of academics, the 
integrity of amateur athleticism (see: Newton), and the promises made 
to young men every February”  (Priestas). Again, broader cultural 
critiques are implicit: the South’s obsession with winning leads to 
shortsighted policies and misplaced priorities, traits that inevitably 
hurt the very athletes being recruited. Why is SEC football dominant? 
Because the South’s hyper-competitive ethos lends itself to widespread 
corruption.

Both narratives of southern football—and by extension, the 
South itself-- have supporting evidence, but each one alone reveals 
only a partial truth: indeed, SEC football has offered it fans enough 
success, and its enemies enough ammunition, to launch a million 
debates. What is crucial, however, is how foundational the recruiting 
game is to both stories. The themes of athletic superiority and moral 
inferiority are emblematic of the modern recruiting season, and as 
such, get replayed on a daily basis. An examination of both themes is 
in order.

Go South, Young Man
The boundless nature of the recruitment season and the rise 

of social media are important factors in explaining why regional 
antagonisms should retain such staying power. Indeed, discussions of 
regionalism weigh heavily in the interpretations of the recruiting wars 
and in the explanations of conference success. A closer look at the 
rhetoric of recruitment fans suggests that the SEC’s athletic superiority 
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narrative is alive and well. In a spectacle driven by statistics, almost 
all of the data tells the same story: Southeastern Conference teams win 
because they sign the best players.5 Just as signifi cantly, however, the 
South’s defenders argue that the recruitment of these athletes signifi es 
something virtuous about regional mores, about a culture that rewards 
excellence. In short, the South is a place where sport dreams come 
true.

First, it is important to note that the almost universal 
consensus among sportswriters is that the Southeastern Conference 
is the dominant actor in college football (Forde; Hayes, “Recession”). 
Among other accolades, it has been called the “center of the college 
sports universe” (Wolverton), “the premier brand in all of college 
athletics” (Travis, “SEC’s Draft”), and “The New York Yankees 
of college football conferences” (Fish). Even SEC Commissioner 
Mike Slive has referred to recent times as “the Golden Age” of the 
Conference (Hayes, “Recession”). Of the many characteristics that 
constitute a part of this athletic superiority narrative, the notion of 
team speed has emerged most prominently. The perceived speed 
advantage that the conference has over its foes has become an article 
of faith among sports reporters, reiterated by broadcasters throughout 
the regular season and emphasized heavily during the bowl season 
(Chait). The most recognizable proponents of SEC speed appear to be 
sportswriter Michael Wilbon and ESPN analyst Mark May, who often 
frame the SEC’s advantages in those terms.6

Increasingly, pundits connect the conference’s on-the-
fi eld dominance to savvy recruiting. In a typical episode of ESPN’s 
Recruiting Insider, the hosts spend a great deal of time charting the 
power of the SEC. Recruiting experts declare the advantages of SEC 
schools, describing Southern states as fertile territory for building 
football rosters. Large, colorful maps splayed across the screen 
reinforce the Southeast as the home of the country’s best athletes, and 
the ubiquitous rankings lists that dominate the live shows and Internet 
websites are invariably overpopulated by SEC teams (Luginbill). 

This recruitment narrative has become so powerful that 
whether the SEC claims a greater share of top recruits has been 
replaced by why the SEC claims a greater share of top recruits. And it 
is through answering that question that broader cultural dynamics get 
showcased. In short, recruitment success is a microcosm of regional 
success.

Many sport bloggers offer a gridiron version of the 
“demography is destiny” argument: the population growth in the 
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South, as well as the economic problems in the upper Midwest, may 
be destroying the competitive edge of Midwest schools (Maisel).  
College football analyst Lee Corso references the power of the 
South’s “speed states” (Chait) while the “rustbelt” Midwestern states 
are labeled as areas of declining talent. ESPN.com recruiting insider 
Bill Kurelic breaks the bad news to “Jimmy,” a Big 10 fan who has 
asked the expert about the future of Midwestern recruiting: “Jimmy, 
yes, it is tougher now recruiting in the Midwest because of the shift in 
population. There are just not as many great players in the Midwest 
outside of Ohio. And yes, that makes it tougher to compete on the 
fi eld” (Kurelic). 

When Lee Habeeb refers to the region’s climate of opportunity 
as a reason why Northerners are fl eeing to the South, he could just 
as easily be discussing the South’s recruiting culture. Habeeb’s thesis 
is already evident in the rhetoric of the players: in explaining their 
decisions, recruits often cite the athletic prowess of the conference and 
the advantages of playing in a league recognized as the nation’s best 
(Wolverton). A recent ESPN “Outside the Lines” segment confi rms 
the region’s ascendency in the aptly named “Strength of the South” 
(“Strength”). The report tells the story of Faton Bauta, a young football 
player from Brooklyn, New York, who follows his retiring parents to 
Florida and suddenly fi nds himself playing beside better athletes and 
in front of huge crowds that dwarfed his former school’s audiences. 
A starry-eyed and refl ective Bauta testifi es that his experiences in 
Florida rekindled his commitment to playing a better brand of football. 
Bauta eventually lands at one of his dream schools—the University 
of Georgia —and he ends the segment by noting that he wished his 
family had made the move earlier.

Such Algeresque stories offer irresistible material for those 
who make more sweeping pronouncements about the region. The 
South’s free market culture—one that promotes individual excellence 
and a preternatural work ethic—emerges as the engine that powers 
the American Dream. Fred Barnes minces no words in arguing that 
“the values and practices that produce extraordinary football teams are 
similar to those that have transformed the South from the backwater 
it was a few decades ago into a region bristling today with prosperity 
and growth.” 

Given this discourse, why would the nation’s top athletes go 
anywhere else? Indeed, SEC fans are kept in thrall by the remarkable 
number of athletes considering SEC schools: the overwhelming 
number of announcements features at least one conference school in 
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the running for the athlete’s talents. The most important rubric is the 
end result: the SEC has landed more teams on the recruiting services’ 
top ten lists than any other conference for several years running.7

SEC fans thus occupy an exalted space in the recruiting universe, and 
are treated to an endless loop of good news. Just weeks after their 
conference champion is proclaimed national champion, the southern 
message boards are marveling at their conference once again, exalting 
the supremacy of its athletic talent, and by extension, the South’s 
larger cultural attributes.

The regional dynamics of the recruiting season have even 
penetrated the consciousness of prominent coaches in the conference, 
some of whom have indicated that they glean useful information 
about what their prospective recruits are thinking from these Internet 
websites (Mandel 157). The most interesting anecdotal evidence 
emerges in Bruce Feldman’s Meat Market (280-281). Feldman 
recounts how former Ole Miss coach Ed Orgeron grew livid when 
one of his assistants attempted to recruit a highly ranked star from 
Pittsburgh. Orgeron noted: “All of those schools up north are trying to 
come down South to fi nd players, so why would we do the opposite?” 
The event served as a teachable moment for Orgeron, who adopted 
“Planes don’t fl y north” as his mantra. 

The SEC Stands for “Surely Everybody’s Cheating”
If the recruiting season perpetuates the narrative of SEC athletic 

dominance, it also hangs the albatross of moral inferiority around the 
neck of the conference. John F. Rooney’s scholarly work on this topic 
over two decades ago contended that the recruiting game was rife with 
cheating and was “collegiate sport’s most miserable affl iction” (162). 
Others have chronicled the rough and tumble dynamics of recruitment 
to the point that the sordid recruitment story has become commonplace 
(Feldman 55). The familiarity of social media fuels these suspicions 
as well. Fans on Facebook know immediately when an athlete has 
changed his mind about a school, and the message boards are often 
fi lled with conspiratorial assertions. Why would he de-commit from 
my school? Was he bribed? Was he under duress? 

Returning to the question of why the conference has won six 
consecutive BCS championships, an alternative narrative can now 
be posited: the SEC cheats. Recruitment is again signifi cant, but in 
this story, conference advantages are not grounded in demography or 
climate; they instead lie in the willingness of the conference’s major 
power players to skirt the rules. Certainly, major media outlets intimate 
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that the SEC is the poster boy for recruitment abuse. A recent ESPN 
Outside the Lines feature on shady recruiting practices focused almost 
exclusively on LSU and its coach Les Miles (Trahan), while an HBO
Real Sports special on the problems confronting collegiate football 
featured a disproportionate number of former SEC athletes discussing 
their mistreatment. Perhaps the most eye-opening portion of the HBO 
segment involved former player Stanley McClover’s allegation that he 
received a backpack fi lled with money to play at Auburn (Melchior). 
Such moments are amplifi ed by other media personalities: “No 
football conference has been more successful than the Southeastern 
Conference -- or as dirty” notes the lead sentence from a CBSSports.
com article on college cheating (McMurphy). ESPN radio host Colin 
Cowherd highlights the moral failings of the conference, contending 
that they are peculiar to the region: “the far more sinister stuff is paying 
to get players, which is absolutely happening overwhelmingly in the 
South. . . . [I]t’s all over the SEC”  (“USC”). Further anecdotal and 
statistical evidence suggests that the SEC has more than its share of 
recruiting rogues (McMurphy; “USC”). On the issue of major NCAA 
infractions, the conference ranks near the top of the heap, and many 
of the most high profi le scandals are related to the recruiting season 
(Wolverton; Finebaum, “Is Cam Newton”). 

Such data raise the question of whether the propensity to 
cheat is endemic to southern culture, and a number of both academics 
and pundits are answering in the affi rmative. Historically, the most 
egregious violations, including pay-for-play schemes, have been 
connected to conceptions of southern culture. Watterson (386), for 
example, correlates the South’s “win at all costs” mentality to a “loosely 
regulated” market economy and a lingering inferiority complex. The 
same dynamic market culture celebrated by the defenders of the region 
can also be framed as a pitiless master that elevates a lucky few over 
the many. The relentless competition that SEC coaches engage in to 
lure and to pamper the star athletes obscures more important goals. 
Virtues associated with the collective idea of team success and the 
“complete” student athlete may get left behind in the southern dust. 

For fans of this interpretation, Faton Bauta’s story is drowned 
out by the cesspool of corruption and dirty tricks that are alleged to 
characterize southern recruiting.  At the end of the 2010 recruitment 
season, Jeffrey Lee of Auburnsports.com (a Rivals.com affi liate) 
refl ected the feelings of many Auburn fans when he alleged that 
athlete Brent Calloway’s switch to Alabama (Calloway had been 
committed to Auburn a few weeks earlier) was driven by Alabama 
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boosters offering cash payments to Calloway’s family. Details of 
Lee’s allegations read like a John Grisham thriller, complete with 
an Alabama supporter allegedly whisking Calloway out of state the 
weekend before National Signing Day to prevent him from being 
infl uenced by Auburn supporters (Pennington).

Many of the new critiques of SEC recruiting specifi cally 
indict creative maneuvering on the part of SEC coaches. Consider, 
for example, the idea of “oversigning.” The importance of skillful 
recruiting is a byproduct of the scholarship reductions in 1978 and 
the mid-1990s. Before 1978, teams could fi eld as many as 105 players 
on scholarship (Curtis 4), a rule that allowed some of the legendary 
coaches to keep talented players from opponents—but they were 
players who would nonetheless be unlikely to see the fi eld. Today, the 
ceiling is 85, supposedly creating more parity among college teams 
and making it increasingly crucial to identify the best athletes (Curtis 
4). Within these broad parameters, however, coaches have room to 
maneuver, and it is this wiggle room that has led to the phenomenon 
of oversigning. The SEC, for example, does not prevent its teams 
from signing more than the allowable 85 athletes and then employing 
measures to remove excess players. Resistance to this practice has been 
building: a variety of sports reporters have described it as problematic 
and unfair to student athletes (Doyel; Staples). Wall Street Journal
reporters have gotten in on the act as well, alleging that the University 
of Alabama’s football program motivated some subpar, but otherwise 
healthy players, to leave the team for medical purposes (Karp and 
Everson).

Perhaps the most spectacular indictment of the practice is 
Oversigning.com, which was created to address a loophole in the 
NCCA’s recruiting bylaws that it perceives allows coaches to “exploit 
the signing process.” Sharp regional critiques permeate the analytical 
posts that frame the site. The creator of Oversigning.com—he retains 
his anonymity in media interviews, perhaps to avoid confl agrations 
with SEC fans—carefully chronicles the SEC’s abuse of the recruitment 
process and compares it to the practices of the Big Ten, which forbids 
it.8 The site is almost completely dedicated to the failures of the SEC 
to protect its athletes from the repercussions of oversigning, complete 
with open letters asking spurned athletes to discuss their mistreatment. 
SEC stalwarts Ole Miss, LSU, South Carolina, and Auburn are marked 
for their unethical behavior, with Nick Saban’s Alabama team singled 
out for special attention; indeed, the site offers a “Saban Cup” for 
the university that engages in the most oversigning. The site likewise 
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recounts the story of Bobby Dodd, Georgia Tech’s coach from 1945-
1966, contending that Dodd steered Georgia Tech’s departure from 
the SEC largely due to the conference’s over-recruitment of athletes 
(Hyland). According to this version of the story, Dodd emerges as 
one of the “good guys,” a hero whose principles won’t allow him to 
remain in a morally rudderless SEC. 

Predictably, Oversigning.com’s entries strike a sharp normative 
tone. The University of South Carolina is “putting the screws to Bryce 
Sherman” reads a July 13, 2011, post; an entry two days prior claims 
that the University of Tennessee is treating athlete Gerald Orta in a 
“morally reprehensible” manner. Careful readers will soon discover 
that the site’s indictment goes beyond singling out a particular coach 
or team, and instead suggests that a dysfunctional Southern football 
culture grinds up players and casts aside those who cannot compete. 
In this vein, the recruiting season becomes a year round showcase of 
SEC mistreatment of its athletes.

SEC fans counter-attack, interpreting oversigning as a sensible 
way to keep team rosters fi lled, and even contend that SEC coaches are 
offering valuable lessons grounded in the realities of “real life.” They 
aver that the athletes understand that the football scholarship is for one 
year only, and that they must subsequently compete and work hard to 
remain on the roster. This defense of oversigning turns a blind eye to 
possible systemic problems, but is instead framed in the language of 
choice and personal responsibility. Simply put, athletes know the risks 
of committing to the most talented rosters, and the most productive 
players will survive. In his defense of oversigning, the senior writer 
for Alabama’s Rivals.com affi liate employs starkly libertarian terms: 
“Like in life, there are no guarantees . . .” (Walsh). 

Charges of the SEC’s dysfunctional recruiting culture are not 
confi ned to Internet fan boards but extend to major power brokers 
who run competing conferences. Consider, for example, Big Ten 
Commissioner Jim Delany’s now famous missive from February 9, 
2007, two days after national signing day. Weeks earlier, Big Ten 
champion Ohio State had suffered an embarrassing loss to Florida in 
the 2007 BCS championship game. Florida thoroughly drubbed Ohio 
State to the tune of 41-14, a defeat that ushered in six straight years 
of SEC championships, and whose sting was compounded by Florida 
players maligning the Big Ten in post-game interviews (Thamel). 
A new narrative immediately took root among the talking heads: 
the previously powerful Big Ten would have diffi culty competing 
with a faster, more athletically talented SEC. Midwestern reporters 
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wrung their hands over the talent gap in the respective regions, an 
argument that hinged especially on the alleged speed differential in the 
conferences. It was in this context that Delany penned the following 
excerpt in an open letter to Big Ten fans:

I love great speed and the SEC has great speed, especially 
on the defensive line, but there are appropriate balances 
when mixing academics and athletics. Each school, as well 
as each conference, simply must do what fi ts their mission 
regardless of what a recruiting service recommends. I wish 
we had six teams among the top 10 athletic classes every 
year, but winning our way requires some discipline and 
restraint with the recruitment process. Not every athlete fi ts 
athletically, academically, or socially at every university. 
Fortunately, we have been able to balance our athletic and 
academic missions so that we can compete successfully 
and keep faith with our academic standards. (Delany)

The swipe at the SEC’s lagging academic standards was clear. 
Delany’s discussion of a recruiting process characterized by “restraint” 
intimated that the Big Ten was much more concerned with the virtue 
of its student athletes, and that it would not get dragged down by the 
SEC’s presumably rotten culture. Furthermore, the Big Ten’s academic 
mission, for Delany, would not be held hostage to the dictates of a base 
recruiting service. 

But was Delaney’s critique aimed simply at the SEC, or at the 
South more broadly? Given the forceful discourses on the recruiting 
websites, many believed the latter. A large number of posters recoiled 
at Delany’s juxtaposition of a morally upright, intellectually powerful 
Big Ten with a “win at all costs” SEC; clearly, Delany’s letter touched 
a nerve among Southerners sensitive to the stereotype of a benighted 
South. Recruiting insiders have long noted that coaches in the deep 
South often deal with  “a larger pool of at-risk students” than in other 
parts of the country (Low), reinforced by data suggesting that the 
conference lags behind other leagues on important academic metrics 
(Wolverton). But for many Southerners, to have a non-Southerner like 
Delaney insinuate that the SEC was inferior by any standard was an 
insult that would not be tolerated. Southern recruiting boards lit up, 
alleging Northern jealousy over its superior athleticism and charging 
the Big Ten with using academic standards as a pretext for excusing 
its poor performance on the fi eld. One fan claimed that “The Big 10 
pu****s are just tired of us beating them in everything” while another 
mockingly paraphrased Delany’s missive as stating that the Big 
Ten did not “need a buncha ignant suth’ners traipsing around their 
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campuses” (Orson). Some discovered a racial angle: noting that 95% 
of SEC defensive linemen are African American, one poster noted that 
Delaney might as well have said that he refused “to allow big dumb 
black guys into our schools” (Orson). Yet another suggested a more 
violent response:  SEC Commissioner Mike Slive should “fl y up to 
Delany’s house, punch him in the mouth, sh** on his dog, suffocate 
his wife with $500,000 worth of nickels from the CBS contract, all the 
while turning a blind eye to recruiting violations”  (Orson).

Journalists were less threatening but hardly kinder: Delany’s 
letter was treated by a number of reporters as overly defensive, and even 
contemptible. Dan Wetzel called it “an outrageous bit of arrogance” 
and “bizarre.” Another blogger opined that Jim Delany “was one of 
the best minds of the 18th century” and called his letter “unnecessary, 
provincial, and cheap” (Orson). Southern journalists were particularly 
colorful in their assessments of the moment, belittling Delany’s 
protests and claiming that his manhood had been stripped away by the 
South (Finebaum, “SEC’s Mike Slive”).

Whereas the SEC fanbase welcomes recruiting media that 
celebrate the potential impact of super-recruits, it recoils in defense 
when faced with an alternative narrative that paints a picture of a 
morally suspect conference. The same social media that offer SEC 
fans endless highlight reels of Southern athletes also reveal a dark side 
of recruiting, an arena where manipulating rules is a way of life. The 
decades-old narrative of an athletically dominant but morally suspect 
Southeastern Conference draws renewed energy from this spectacle. 
The recruiting season not only shines a bright light on the talent, 
athleticism, and work ethic of Southern football players, but it also 
intimates that a corrupt culture informs the country’s most successful 
conference

According to this latter framing, the South is far from a land 
of opportunity; instead, its corrosive ethos is a potential landmine for 
young athletes.

Conclusion
On January, 9, 2012, the SEC’s latest juggernaut, the Alabama 

Crimson Tide, defeated another SEC powerhouse, the LSU Tigers, 
21-0 in the BCS National Championship Game, virtually ensuring that 
stories of Southern football would continue to dominate the discourses 
surrounding recruiting. A week before the game, superstar player 
Landon Collins chose to play at Alabama over LSU, a mass mediated 
moment that unsurprisingly became the single most tweeted event of 
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the entire recruiting season (Duffey).
In 2011, the journalists assigned to offer the post mortems 

of Auburn’s battle with Oregon were not particularly shocked that 
Auburn had won. The title of Art Spander’s web article “Please,
We Get It, the SEC Is Special” was typical in its recognition of the 
conference’s athletic edge, as well as its display of the resigned 
frustration of non-SEC fans. In the same piece, Spander took aim 
at the conference, questioning the alleged impropriety surrounding 
the recruitment of Auburn’s Heisman trophy-winning quarterback, 
Cam Newton.9 Spander could only conclude that the SEC was “its 
own little pocket of society” whose culture was “built on results, not 
appearances.”  Southerners were again faced with the simultaneous 
realities of celebrating the athletic brilliance of their conference and 
of defending it against charges of winning illegitimately. Recruitment 
was foundational to both realities. The recruiting media’s framing 
of the SEC as the pinnacle of college football made it a forgone 
conclusion that a superb athlete like Newton would fi nd his home 
in the conference. Of course, the unrelenting nature of the recruiting 
coverage also exposed the potentially sinister details of how Newton 
landed at Auburn.

As the South has converged with the rest of the country on 
a wide variety of political and economic issues, one might assume 
that its favorite sport would follow suit. Instead, regional antagonisms 
in college football have intensifi ed, not abated. That Southeastern 
Conference fans enjoy their football is not news to anyone who has 
paid even fl eeting attention to the sport. What is surprising, however, is 
how tenaciously the region continues to defi ne its fl agship conference 
as superior to the rest of college football, as well as how the rest of the 
country responds in kind, labeling the conference as morally suspect, 
even villainous. In football terms, it remains an “oppositional South.”

Recruiting websites not only reaffi rm these regional loyalties 
but furnish broader cultural critiques. The discourses available on such 
sites as Rivals.com, ESPN.com, and Scout.com illustrate how elastic 
conversations over sport can be. Is the South’s success in attracting 
players a vindication of the South’s larger cultural traits? Should we 
celebrate its commitment to free-market individualism, its rejection 
of collectivism, and the economic dynamism that it has witnessed 
in the last forty years? Or does the South deserve our condemnation 
as a toxic region that exploits its own workforce—in this case, its 
football players—so that the few gain at the expense of the many? The 
recruiting season lends itself to both interpretations, offering support 
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to both critics and defenders of the region.  As long as the recruiting 
season remains ascendant, the meaning of SEC football, like the South 
itself, will be perennially contested.
Vaughn May
Belmont University

Notes

1 This article recognizes that several prominent southern football 
teams lie outside the Southeastern Conference. However, it is the SEC 
that has been most closely identifi ed with the regional mores and cultural 
dynamics of the South. Historically, for example, the SEC was the last 
major conference to integrate its teams (Paul, Fant, and McGehee).

2 At this writing, the only SEC schools that are members of the 
Association of American Universities are Vanderbilt University and the 
University of Florida. As a point of comparison, seven PAC Twelve schools 
and all Big Ten schools belong to the organization. From an NCAA rules 
standpoint, the SEC has committed more major infractions than any other 
conference (McMurphy).

3 At this writing, a new recruiting website—24/7 Sports—has been 
launched, and it promises to become a major player in recruiting media.

4 Perhaps the setting that most colorfully displays Southern 
exceptionalism is the Birmingham-based Paul Finebaum Show, which 
is currently nationally syndicated through Sirius/XM radio.  Finebaum 
recounts how his move to Sirius/XM fostered a “South versus the rest of 
the world” mentality, as his local callers spent their days crowing about the 
superiority of southern football culture (Hayes, “Finebaum”).

5 Using ESPN’s 2011 fi nal rankings as a guide, more than 50% of 
the top athletes (78 of 150) hailed from the Southeastern Region, including 
four of the top fi ve. Seven of the top ten rated athletes eventually signed 
with SEC schools.

6 On the site Victory Bell Rings, Jones blogs about the following 
illustrative exchange between Mark May and his colleagues before the 2010 
Penn State/Alabama game:
Craig James: “Well, Penn State can come here to Tuscaloosa, take their 
lickin’, and fi nd out where they’re weak.”
Rece Davis: “Well I doubt Joe Pa and the team are looking at the road trip 
that way.”
Mark May: “Well that’s right up until pregame when they see the guys in 
Crimson in pads, and that speed. Then they’ll go back to the rest of their 
schedule and everything is slower.”

7 The pattern is unmistakable: using Rivals.com, for example, the 
SEC could claim 70% of the top 10 recruiting teams in 2007, 30% of the top 
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10 teams in 2008, 40% of the top 10 teams from 2009, and 50% from 2010. 
Scout.com featured similar numbers: the SEC could claim 30% of the top 
10 recruiting teams in 2007, 40% of the top teams in 2008, 40% of the top 
10 teams in 2009, and 40% of the top ten teams in 2010. A fan examining 
the most recent fi ve recruiting classes from 2007-2011 would soon discover 
that the SEC has nearly three times as many top fi ve recruiting classes as the 
next closest conference. 

8 To be accurate, prominent spokesmen at two SEC schools—
Florida and Georgia—have condemned the practice, but the majority of 
SEC schools implicitly or explicitly endorse oversigning. The conference’s 
most high-profi le coaches have defended it as well. Such facts have led the 
creator of Oversigning.com to note: “the worst of the BCS conferences in 
terms of oversigning is the SEC, and it is not even close” (Hyland).

9 Since the fi rst draft of this article, the NCAA ended its 
investigation of Auburn’s football program, fi nding no violations.
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2011 Whatley Award

In memory of George Whatley, a founder and early president 
of the Popular Culture Association in the South, the editor and 
editorial board of Studies in Popular Culture annually recognize the 
article published in SPC that in their view best represents the scholarly 
values Professor Whatley sought for the organization and for the study 
of popular culture.

The 2011 Whatley Award winner is

The Revolution Will Be Soooo Cute: 
YouTube “Hauls” and the Voice of Young 

Female Consumers

BY

Laura Jeffries
Florida State College, Jacksonville
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Charlie Gee and Stephen Bales

Manchester Tennessee’s Assimilation of the 
“Bonnarite”:

A Qualitative Analysis of the “Other” in Local Press on 
Bonnaroo

The Bonnaroo Music & Arts Festival is a four-day series of 
concerts and cultural events held in Manchester, Tennessee, every 
June since 2002. The festival is intentionally reminiscent of the 
large multiple act rock concerts of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s. 
Bonnaroo takes its cue from several emblematic events of this time 
period, including the Monterey International Pop Music Festival (June 
16-18, 1967), the Atlanta International Pop Festivals (July 4-5, 1969, 
and July 3-6, 1970), and most notably the Woodstock Music & Art 
Fair (August 15-18, 1969). 

Although it is reminiscent of the past, Bonnaroo is 
representative of the large-scale live music event in modern western 
capitalist society; it is an exemplar of the “reasonably priced, eclectic, 
and peaceful twenty-fi rst century music festival” (Cave et al., 2004). 
Bonnaroo serves as the current locus for the countercultural expression 
particularly associated with the hippie movement that emerged in 
the late 1960’s. Bonnaroo is typical of what Phillips (1973) noted of 
modern day pop festivals: it is a socially acceptable means of pursuing 
certain “‘approved’ subterranean values” (p. 323). It is an event where 
certain behaviors traditionally considered “deviant” (e.g., rebellious 
or sexually charged music, recreational drug use, etc.) receive social 
sanction within the temporal and physical confi nes of the event space. 
As the paradigm of early twenty-fi rst century music festivals and 
the “spirit of Woodstock” (Miller, 2002), Bonnaroo offers a window 
into media representations of counter or extra-cultural ideologies 
associated with mass popular culture events.

Although Bonnaroo is a massive event, routinely selling 
between 70,000 and 100,000 tickets to people from across the United 

Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012

Pages73-90.indd 73 5/31/2012 4:00:33 PM



74 Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012

Assimilation of the “Bonnarite”

States, the festival’s location is a small, traditional southern town. The 
infl ux of outsiders into the area represents a massive population gain 
for Manchester (pop. 10,012), a small town approximately 70 miles to 
the south of Nashville. During the festival, the Manchester population 
is outnumbered approximately 10:1 by outsiders attending the festival, 
people who embrace and import apparently alien cultural values, what 
may be best described as the legacy of the late 1960’s counterculture.

This study analyzes the local offi cial print news media’s 
portrayal of outsiders coming into Manchester for the festival. 
Recognizing that the press both refl ects and informs its audience’s 
worldview, and considering the dramatic ingress of people during 
Bonnaroo, we asked the following question: what does the offi cial 
print news coverage of Bonnaroo reveal about the social construction 
of the “other”? Specifi cally, how does the offi cial print news portray 
those outsiders seen as extra-cultural, that is, countercultural or 
otherwise deviating from the dominant, normative culture? 

This qualitative analysis is also a partial replication of a 
previous study concerning outsiders coming to Knoxville, Tennessee, 
for the Knoxville International Energy Exposition (hereafter referred 
to as the “1982 World’s Fair”) (Bales & Gee, 2009). In that study, 
the authors used similar techniques to identify a clear demarcation 
in two local offi cial print newspapers, the Knoxville News Sentinel 
and the Knoxville Journal, between “acceptable” outsiders and a 
group of extra-cultural “others.” The newspapers designated this 
marginal lumpenproletariat as “undesirable others” (e.g., criminals, 
gang members, vigilantes, prostitutes, the homeless, and agitators for 
radical causes) (p. 67). 

The size, scope, and objectives of the two events differ 
greatly, and Bonnaroo and the 1982 World’s Fair were separated 
temporally by 20 years. The cultural divide between Manchesterians 
and Knoxvillians, however, is not great, which makes a comparison 
of the two events’ offi cial news sources intriguing. Are there parallels 
between the press’s constructions of the “other” between the events? If 
so, what are these analogous elements? Furthermore, what distinctions 
may be drawn between these two events, and what does this tell us 
about Southern culture? 

Manchester and Bonnaroo
Manchester, Tennessee, is a small Southern town in Middle 

Tennessee and the heart of Coffee County, which comprises 435 
square miles to the south of Nashville. In many ways, Manchester is 
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typical of the small rural towns found throughout Middle Tennessee: 
close knit and traditional. 

European settlers fi rst entered Middle Tennessee in the 
1780’s, although Cherokee tribes had occupied the area for quite some 
time. The area, known for its rolling hills, developed because of small 
industry, land speculation, cotton, and tobacco (K. Ray, 2007). Coffee 
County was especially rich in timber and iron ore, making the area 
attractive to manufacturers, but the area’s primary industry of the 19th

century remained agricultural production (Bridgewater, 1986b). 
One nineteenth-century document describes the people of 

Coffee County as being hospitable and religious. They were: 
…noted for their hospitality and the morals of the people will 
compare favorably with any section [of the country]. From its 
earliest history down to the present, the religious interest has 
been great and as a consequence the county is well supplied with 
churches, representing the leading denominations. . . .  The people 
in Coffee County are realizing the great importance of educating 
the masses and the County Court has shown that broadness and 
liberality necessary for upbuilding the system. (Bridgewater, 1986a)
The progressive elements in this quotation, however, should 

not be overstated. Manchesterians employed slave labor in the 
antebellum period, and Coffee County sided with the Confederacy 
(as opposed to East Tennessee, of which signifi cant portions remained 
loyal to the Union). While Middle Tennessee has remained socially 
conservative throughout its history, it was a Democratic stronghold 
until the 1960 Kennedy-Nixon presidential election (Dykeman, 1975). 

Currently, Coffee County remains a center for agriculture, 
as well as several industries including steel fabrication, industrial 
resin manufacturing, and networking technology (Manchester Area 
Chamber of Commerce, 2010). Demographically, the county is 
almost completely homogenous, with 93.9% white persons, 3.7% 
black persons, and 2.4% identifying as “other” (United States Census 
Bureau, 2010). The median household income is $41,072 (United 
States Census Bureau, 2010). 
 Bonnaroo, Cajun for “best on the street,” is operated as a 
joint venture by Ashley Capps (A.C. Entertainment) of Knoxville, 
Tennessee, and Superfl y Productions of New Orleans and is held 
on Sam McAllister’s 700-acre farm. The festival was fi rst held in 
Manchester in summer 2002 and fi lled a jam band festival vacuum 
left by the H.O.R.D.E. (Horizons of Rock Developing Everywhere) 
festival, which folded in 1998. 
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A 2003 New York Times article describes the event as “mostly 
a festival of backpackers: the world of peaceful collegiate rebellion. 
Much of it descends from the Grateful Dead audience culture . . . . You 
could theorize that the band provides the logic of the programming: 
break down the Grateful Dead into its components, follow those 
aesthetic side roads, and you get Bonnaroo” (Ratliff, 2003). Over 
time, the festival has become both musically varied, including rap, 
country, and electronica, and generationally diverse, but it maintains 
a veneer of hippiedom similar to that immortalized at Woodstock 
(Pareles, 2009). 

The two cultures—Southern small town and hippie jam 
band—appear superfi cially irreconcilable. This incompatibility, 
however, is deceiving.

Materials and Methodology
Both qualitative and simple quantitative methods allowed us 

to model how local offi cial print news media portray outsiders coming 
to the area for Bonnaroo. Fiske (1982) provided us with our operating 
defi nition of “offi cial” press:

. . .  news of the ‘quality’ press . . .  [i.e., offi cial news] presents 
its information as objective facts selected from an empiricist 
reality wherein lies a ‘truth’ that is accessible by good objective 
investigation. Its tone is serious, offi cial, impersonal and is aimed at 
producing understanding and belief. (p. 46).
The Manchester Times serves as the offi cial newspaper for 

Manchester. The paper, owned by East Tennessee Lakeway Publishers, 
Inc., has a circulation of 6,900. We analyzed the Times from 2002-
2009, collecting 94 news stories from the newspaper that, in the same 
article, mention both the music festival and outsiders coming into the 
area in connection with the event. 

Two methods of analysis were used: (1) a grounded theory 
(known also as the “constant comparative method”) analysis of the 
Manchester Times’ coverage of outsiders and (2) a simple quantitative 
content analyses of this same set of newspaper articles to identify 
terminology used for identifying both outsiders and authority fi gures. 

Qualitative methods are valuable because they allow an 
in-depth understanding of phenomena that goes beyond all post-
positivist research methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative 
research permits the apprehension of meaning through using thick, 
rich description. Glaser and Strauss (1999) developed the grounded 
theory technique, what Charmaz (2005) described as “a set of fl exible 
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analytic guidelines that enable researchers to focus their data collection 
and to build inductive middle-range theories through successive levels 
of data analysis and conceptual development” (p. 507). The method 
allowed us to model the local offi cial print news’ portrayal of outsiders 
coming to Manchester for Bonnaroo.

Using analytical techniques defi ned by Strauss and Corbin 
(1990), we open-coded using activist imagery in the form of gerunds, 
italicized in the following analysis, to identify and label phenomena 
in the newspaper articles relevant to the perception of outsiders 
coming into the area for Bonnaroo. Using an iterative process, we 
collapsed the list of named phenomena into four broad descriptive 
categories. Qualitative categories provide “conceptual power because 
they are able to pull together around them other groups of concepts or 
subcategories” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 65). Qualitative researchers 
use such categories as frameworks for constructing substantive theory 
that are “grounded” in the data (Dilevko & Gottlieb, 2009). Following 
this analysis, we constructed a narrative that describes the local press’s 
construction of outsiders. We also compared the emergent categories 
unearthed in this study with those reported in the analysis of the 1982 
World’s Fair.

In addition to developing and analyzing these interpretive 
categories, we performed a simple content analysis of terms used 
to denote (1) people attending Bonnaroo and (2) individuals or 
organizations described as being in positions of authority. Fiske (1982) 
noted that content analysis “is designed to produce an objective, 
measurable, verifi able account of the manifest content of messages. 
[Content analysis] analyses the denotative order of signifi cation” (p. 
119). We used the results of this analysis to inform the fi ndings of the 
qualitative analysis. 

Results and Discussion
Analysis of the 94 Manchester Times articles illustrates perceptions 

of outsiders coming into the area for Bonnaroo. Interestingly, there 
is little differentiation of outsiders into sub-groups by the Times,
unlike Bales and Gee’s 1982 World’s Fair study, which found clear 
delineations of outsider groups coming to Knoxville, Tennessee, for 
the Fair. The Fair outsiders included workers relocating for the duration 
of the event; (2) legitimate entrepreneurs hoping to make a profi t off 
of the event; (3) tourists, and (4) undesirable others “consisting of a 
variety of outside groups portrayed in a negative manner and often 
described as putting unwanted stress on community values and local 
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[community] infrastructure” (Bales & Gee, 2009, p. 67). 
While the Bonnaroo articles mention workers and

entrepreneurs, the majority of the articles deal with outsiders as a 
largely homogenous mass, even though “diversity” is a frequently 
used term. Although it seems natural to designate this massive group 
of outsiders as tourists, the term is absent in the newspaper articles. 
When the news articles do not use generic terminology for outsiders—
people or persons being the most frequently used identifying terms—
the majority of incoming people are identifi ed by their appreciation 
of music, as fans, enthusiasts, spectators, etc. Figure 1 illustrates the 
terms used for describing outsiders.

 Figure 1. Terms used to defi ne outsiders coming to Manchester for 

Bonnaroo

The shift from the tourist of the 1982 World’s Fair, that is, 
an outsider coming into the area, to the fan/fanatic of Bonnaroo, a 
more generic, less spatially-oriented designation—anyone, anywhere, 
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can be a fan—suggests a smaller ideological distance between the 
local community members and outsiders. Furthermore, this narrow 
divide between locals and outsiders is reinforced by the near lack of 
undesirable others in the Bonnaroo articles. Newspaper articles during
the 1982 World’s Fair are replete with mentions of these undesirable
others, referring to shadowy, indefi nite masses of undesirables; for 
example, “busloads of hookers” (S. Ray, 1982). The Manchester
Times, however, uses only three terms in just two of the 94 Bonnaroo 
articles to identify undesirable others associated with the festival. Two 
of these terms, furthermore, come from an editorial piece, as opposed 
to “objective” reporting [emphasis added]:

Bonnaroo festivalgoers are primarily nice kids who are polite of 
respectful of those around them. However, it is the goof-offs that 
keep many local families from patronizing the event. These radicals
feel they must show up in their birthday suits or disgrace the locals’ 
property by defecating in barns, and in one case, on someone’s front 
porch. (“Don’t Replay,” 2005).

The third term used, “smart alecs,” is as innocuous as “goof-offs,” 
and, like the latter, connotes immaturity rather than deviant behavior. 

There is little notable change related in the press concerning 
local opinion or depiction of outsiders during the eight years covered 
in this study; the news stories remain predictably the same throughout 
the history of the event. Outsiders are portrayed with remarkable 
consistency, as either temporary community members or sources of 
capital for Manchester and Coffee County. If anything, there is an 
increase in the number of articles concerning the festival as a source of 
capital over the history of the festival. There is a dearth of militaristic 
imagery, a common metaphor appearing in Knoxville papers during the 
1982 World’s Fair. It was, in fact, quite diffi cult for us to differentiate 
the culture of outsiders from that of the local community members. 
Therefore, the assumption had to be made that, unless concert-goers 
were specifi cally identifi ed as local community members, they came 
from outside of Manchester. 

The Manchester Times does not portray the Bonnaroo festival 
as an event wholly external to the community, but as an extension of 
Manchester itself. The small Southern town becomes

a major metropolitan area with a diverse population for one weekend 
each year . . .  [populated with] Landscape architects, concrete 
engineers, scuba instructors, teachers, music professors, chefs, stay-
at-home dads, nurses, obstetricians, dentists, cancer researchers, 
carpenters, souci [sic] chefs, restaurant managers, waitresses, 
system analysts, computer programmers, fi nancial advisers, artists, 
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maintenance workers, social workers, non-profi t organization 
managers, college students, auto mechanics, pharmaceutical 
representatives, resort managers, real estate agents, bankers, and 
retired persons. (“They Came,” 2006).
For the duration of Bonnaroo, Manchester becomes “the sixth 

most populated city in Tennessee” (“THP Ready,” 2008). The small 
town is surprisingly not depicted as a community under siege, as the 
local press portrayed Knoxville during its World’s Fair, but as an 
instant metropolis. 

In this manner, the press coverage of Bonnaroo differs 
considerably from the 1982 World’s Fair, of which the analysis 
of the local press revealed fi ve categories. Outsiders coming to the 
World’ Fair were depicted as (1) Importing Outside Values, i.e., 
confronting traditional community values with alien cultural values: 
these cultural imports come into confl ict with the normative culture; 
(2) Testing Local Culture; and (3) Testing Community Infrastructure.
Again, this cultural confl ict is portrayed in the papers using military 
metaphors, particularly in those articles identifying undesirable
others. In the process, the press actively engaged in (4) Validating 
Local Authority while (5) Reinforcing Cultural Norms like “Southern 
hospitality.” Analysis of Manchester Times articles, however, revealed 
four categories, only two of which are shared with the 1982 World’s 
Fair press depictions of outsiders: (1) Growing the Community, (2) 
Identifying Challenges and Benefi ts of Change, (3) Validating Local 
Authority, and (4) Reinforcing Cultural Norms.
(1) Growing the Community

The Manchester Times depicts festivalgoers as everything but 
outsiders. Several articles, in fact, identify outsiders using no term 
at all, providing references only to the total population expansion of 
Manchester during the festival. When identifi ed, outsiders are not 
tourists, criminals, or homeless; they are fans, music enthusiasts, 
spectators, etc. There is, furthermore, beyond references to music 
fandom, only small mention of “subculture” and only one mention 
of the “counter-culture” (  “Counter Cultures,” 2003), that is, “a mode 
of life deliberately deviating from established social practices” 
(Stevenson, 2007, p. 537). 

Articles actively engage in romanticizing the event, and, 
besides drug abuse, only the best parts of the 1960s counter-cultural 
movement are alluded to: “Peter Meuse, a 22-year old student at 
Ohio State University, drove to Bonnaroo to camp out with four of 
his friends hoping to experience the Woodstock of his generation” 
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(Ogles, 2003). But, while Woodstock is often portrayed in terms of 
the youth movement, Bonnaroo coverage makes few age distinctions 
beyond occasional use of the term “kids” as a synonym for festival-
goers. There is repetitive mention of the festival’s age- inclusiveness, 
and the generation gap associated with youth culture (or rock festivals 
in general) is closed: “‘This is the music I grew up with,’ said Matthew 
Baker, a chiropractor from Atlanta. He bobbed his head excitedly 
in sync with the music, then interrupted himself in mid-sentence to 
exclaim, ‘Jeez I love this song. This is great!’” (Ogles, 2003). The 
songs of the counterculture have become the legacy of the dominant 
culture.

References to 1960’s era counterculture are applied with a 
light touch in the Bonnaroo articles. One article, for example, describes 
the festival as “uniting a specifi c cultural movement,” this culture 
being “open-minded music lovers” (neither particularly specifi c nor 
a movement) (“The Dead,” 2003). There is little sense—beyond the 
mention of the porch defecations—of any radicalism comparing to 
the revolutionary sentiments attached to Abbie Hoffman’s (1989) 
“Woodstock Nation,” with its slogans like “Death to the Pigs who 
Invade our Lands” (p. 132). One ticket collector and Coffee County 
native, for example, raved “These [festivalgoers] are really nice 
people. They’re great kids and we’ll take em back again anytime. 
I’ll come back and take tickets anytime because they were so nice” 
(Justice, 2002). The atmosphere of the festival is “tranquil” (“The 
Dead,” 2003). This is Woodstock lite.

Furthermore, the culture of festivalgoers is generally depicted 
as socially responsible. Any radicalism formerly associated with the 
counterculture has been replaced with a non-radical progressivism, one 
palatable to the locals: “Other onsite features include permanent water 
wells, a composting pad, and the newly planted Bonnaroo Victory 
Vegetable Garden to be used for demonstration and education at the 
festival” (“2009 Bonnaroo billed,” 2009). Articles tout festivalgoers 
contributing positively to the community through actions like giving
back to the community through charitable donations and recycling 
efforts (“Bonnaroo Hopes,” 2007; Peterson, 2008). 
(2) Identifying Challenges and Benefi ts of Change

The population gain is not without hiccups. But compared to 
the 1982 World’s Fair, Manchester expands with only minimal threat 
of political or cultural privation. The Manchester Times identifi es 
challenges and benefi ts to the community that result from the rapid 
increase of outsiders. 
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Challenges to the community are primarily of four varieties: 
(1) traffi c snarls brought by the infl ux of attendees, (2) narcotics 
traffi cking, (3) narcotics and alcohol possession or abuse, and (4) petty 
crime and simple acts of misbehavior. The fi rst challenge is portrayed 
as a minor “headache” for local community members and businesses 
(Allen, 2005), while challenges (3) and (4) tend to be downplayed 
in the articles. For example, Coffee County Sheriff Steve Graves 
reported that,

“At 9 a.m. this morning [Jun 22, 2002], there had been 14 arrests 
made,” Graves said Saturday afternoon. “Most were for public 
intoxication and disorderly conduct, nothing major.”(Justice, 2002).

And, by 2007:
The Coffee County Sheriff’s Department is still in the process of 
tallying arrest and citation totals, but as of Monday, the department 
reported 55 arrests on a variety of charges such as drug offenses, 
public intoxication and resisting arrest, had been made. . . .  arrests 
continue to drop, and this is near half the number of arrests and 
citations issued in years past, according to statistics. (“Arrests are 
Down,” 2007).

 The mentions of more serious offenses center on the narcotics 
importations and sales. These mentions are often used as a means of 
Validating Local Authority (outlined in Category Three below), as well 
as educating the community concerning potential outside dangers:

Murfreesboro police spokesman Kyle Evans said it is possible the 
men [arrested drug dealers] were headed to Bonnaroo. “That is too 
many hits [of LSD] for someone to claim personal use,” Evans said, 
“Acid is usually sold in certain quantities. One quantity is called a 
bible, which is 1,000 hits.” (“Routine Traffi c Stop,” 2008).
When law breakers are discussed, they are identifi ed most 

often by given name or with no identifi er beyond “suspect.” Not even 
“criminal” is used as a descriptor, and much coverage of criminal 
acts is provided in the form of statistics. Unless those arrested are 
identifi ed by their full names, there is no mention of violators as being 
outsiders to the community. Criminal activity is not directly related in 
the articles to any counterculture or subculture. 
 Although challenges to the community are deemphasized, the 
Times articles routinely extol the festival’s benefi ts to the community. 
While news articles describe much change being brought to Manchester 
and Coffee County by Bonnaroo, the festival’s infl ux of people is 
depicted as changing the community for the better, primarily through 
the community capitalizing on the change. Bonnaroo has become 
a major, if not the major, industry for Coffee County. By 2006, the 
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festival had created 191 new jobs for local citizens (“MTSU,” 2006). 
One 2007 editorial piece touts the city’s impressive growth in revenue 
(“Bonnaroo Music Festival,” 2007), and an article the following year 
reports that the community had made $20 million since the festival’s 
start (Campbell, 2008). Another article notes that the local government 
made “$3 for each festival ticket sold. Since 2006, that amount has 
equaled $998,966” (Campbell, 2009). Even the Coffee County Central 
High School softball team is supported by Bonnaroo money (Peterson, 
2009). Outsiders are a boon to local capital and community welfare.
(3) Validating Local Authority 

During the process of Identifying Challenges and Benefi ts of 
Change, the Times actively identifi es and validates local, state, and 
festival authorities. We analyzed the newspaper articles for mention of 
authority fi gures, collapsing terms designating authority fi gures into 
four broad categories (1) Law Enforcement, (2) Festival Organizers 
(i.e., employed by Bonnaroo), (3) State and Local Offi cials, and 
(4) Festival Security (again, employed by Bonnaroo organizers). 
As Figure 2 shows, a large number of articles that refer to outsiders 
coming for the festival also mention the presence of authority fi gures. 

Figure 2. Men  on of Authority Figures in the Manchester Times 

 The most frequently used terms denote members of law 
enforcement. This same category, Validating Local Authority, emerged 
from the 1982 World’s Fair articles, where law enforcement enjoys 
signifi cant mention. During the Fair, newspaper articles mentioning 
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law enforcement agencies promote the latter’s effective use for the 
preemption of outside threats to the community through identifying
outside threats, defi ning [the authorities’] sphere of control, gathering 
intelligence [about undesirable others], and guarding the city [from 
undesirables] (Bales & Gee, 2009, p. 70). The Bonnaroo articles cover 
similar territory, emphasizing law enforcement’s continuous presence
during the festival: “most of the deputies are out there alone,” remarked 
one Coffee County Sheriff’s deputy, “But Jeff [the deputy’s partner] 
and me are working together. We’re wearing them [the law breakers] 
out” (L. Barr, 2005a).

But while the 1982 World’s Fair articles stress local authorities’ 
readiness to react to potential confl icts, the Manchester Times refers
to local authorities, both law enforcement and government offi cials, 
in benevolently paternal tones. The articles note that authorities are 
organizing proactively for the festival. 

This preparation for the festival extends beyond law 
enforcement agencies to community services such as health care 
provision, which, for example, attempted to preempt a possible 
infl uenza epidemic brought by Bonnaroo (URMC, 2008), as well as 
local fi re and rescue units, which coordinated “their efforts to assure a 
smooth affair [at Bonnaroo]” (“Manchester Fire,” 2002).
 While The Knoxville News Sentinel and the Knoxville 
Journal frequently used aggressive terminology when describing 
both the police and outsiders’ efforts to “conduct surveillance, collect 
intelligence, recruit, and invade and battle over territory” (Bales & 
Gee, 2009, p. 72), the Manchester Times describes local authorities’ 
organization skills in terms of maintaining the integrity and effi ciency 
of the polity for the purpose of maintaining the normal functioning 
of the community. One manner in which local authorities maintain 
order is through setting informal rules during the festival. Rules 
range from calls from offi cials to maintain abstract virtues to specifi c 
suggestions for making the festival manageable. For example, Jean 
McInturff, Executive Assistant for the Mayor of Manchester, exhorted 
local citizens to “be courteous, and have lots of patience” (McInturff, 
2005); the Manchester police provide copious amounts of traffi c 
advice to unsnarl the county’s roadways during the event (“Bonnaroo 
Traffi c,” 2003; McInturff, 2005; “TDOT,” 2006; “THP Ready,” 2008); 
and the Manchester Times provides a “Bonnaroo survivor’s guide” for 
local citizens (Ramsey, 2003a).

The two categories of identifi ed authorities who are themselves 
outsiders to the community, “Festival Organizers” (e.g., producers, 
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promoters, volunteers, etc.) and “Festival Security,” complement 
the local authorities in the news articles. While local authorities are 
characterized by paternal tendencies, that is, they seek to maintain civil 
society and the social order through control, “Festival Organizers” 
and “Festival Security” are described in stereotypically female terms. 
The primary objective of organizers is that of keeping people safe:
“‘the safety of the patrons at the festival is our number one concern,’ 
[Ashley Capps, Bonnaroo promoter] said. ‘We take a lot of steps to 
ensure no one gets hurt or hurts anyone else. We’re always trying to 
improve all aspects of security’” (L. Barr, 2005b). Festival security 
workers are offi cially labeled “Safety Staff” (Bonnaroo Music & Arts 
Festival, 2012). The festival nurtures the festivalgoers, both socially, 
through educating festivalgoers and promoting cooperation, whether 
through encouraging festivalgoers to aid the local community (e.g., 
through donating money to local tornado victims) (“Bonnaroo Plans,” 
2003), or physically, through feeding them (Campbell, 2006).

The Bonnaroo authorities nurture not only attendees, but the 
Manchester community, reinforcing the sense of community cohesion 
in the newspaper coverage, that is, the union between local community 
and Bonnaroo:

“We are committed to being here” [Bonnaroo community relations 
spokesman] Cuellar told [the Manchester Area Chamber of 
Commerce], “and unless something happens, we’ll be back as long 
as the community welcomes us.” (Campbell, 2006).

The relationship between local authority, festival authority, local 
community and festivalgoers is one of parental custodianship and 
fi lial submission in the expanded Manchester community. The family 
as metaphor may be extended to represent the dynamic between 
outsiders and the community: Local Authority (Father)—Festival 
Organizers (Mother)—Festival-goers / Local Community Members 
(Children).
(4) Reinforcing Cultural Norms

Throughout the Manchester Times articles, the narrative 
supports the cultural identity and cohesion of the local community. 
This category emerged also in the 1982 World’s Fair study, which 
found that: “Articles portray explicit themes of typical ‘Southern 
hospitality,’ with locals providing for guests (in the case of tourists) or 
giving comfort (in the case of undesirable others)” (p. 71). As with the 
Knoxville papers, the Manchester Times uses “Southern hospitality” 
as a primary trope:

Our local citizens refl ect Manchester’s atmosphere of warmth and 
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friendliness. This sends a positive message to our many visitors and 
we are very proud of the southern hospitality our townspeople share 
with our many tourists and travelers who stop in the area all through 
the year. (McInturff, 2005).

Two visitors from Miami, camping out to be fi rst in line for the concert, 
enthusiastically praised the locals in the Times: “‘People here are so 
nice’ [one of the two visitors] said. ‘They keep dropping things off. 
We started off with one cooler, and now we have three. And they’re 
always full of water’” (“Miami Duo,” 2006). Manchester is described 
as a “little hometown” in which people can “go and feel safe” (“Don’t 
Replay,” 2005). This homey intimacy, along with the use of identifying 
terms for outsiders such as “very nice kids” (“Don’t Replay,” 2005), 
reinforces the paternalistic attitudes circulating in the community and 
emerging, and being buttressed by, the local print press. Jeff Cuellar, 
Bonnaroo’s public relations spokesperson, supported this protective 
relationship between festival and the town in the Times:

“We love the hospitality in Manchester.” [Cuellar] said. “The people 
here in Coffee County are the ones who make this festival happen, 
and the success of it speaks to the generosity of the people here.” 
(Campbell, 2006).
Articles concerning the World’s Fair display a cultural 

ambassadorship on the part of local Knoxvillians embedded within 
a rhetoric of cultural separation devoid of calls for assimilation 
(Bales & Gee, 2009). The Knoxville papers consistently characterize 
outsiders as “others,” by contrasting local with outside culture, i.e., 
portraying locals as having little in common with the outsiders (p. 
67). Even prostitutes moving into the area for the Fair are culturally 
different from the locals, being the “rough type prostitutes” (S. Ray, 
1982). Bonnaroo articles and editorials, however, narrow the distance 
between local culture and outsiders. Outsiders are “welcomed” into 
the community (Ramsey, 2003b; “Manchester Welcomes,” 2003). 
They are referred to as “folks” (“Manchester Welcomes,” 2003; 
“Counter Cultures,” 2003; Peterson, 2008), implying that Bonnarites 
are common, everyday people; they are just like the “folks” who live 
in Manchester and Coffee County. 
Conclusion

Each June, outsiders outnumber local residents in Manchester 
up to ten-fold. The reports in the Manchester Times refl ect, with 
interesting exceptions, the basic structure of the press’s consensual 
process model of the pop festival identifi ed by Phillips (1973): (1) 
an Eccentric Invasion of youth, (2) Imminent Danger reported in the 
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press, (3) Unruly Elements, (4) and The Fond Farewell.
 The primary difference between the consensual model and the 
model that emerged from the Bonnaroo data is that the rhetoric of 
invasion has been muted; again, such rhetoric is something prevalent 
in the 1982 World’s Fair coverage. Times articles describe outsiders 
using neutral terms related, at most, to a particular subculture associated 
with “jam band” music fandom. This subculture is non-threatening 
to local values; it is neither countercultural nor extra-cultural in any 
signifi cant manner. Anyone, Manchesterian or otherwise, can get 
behind the message of the festival. 

According to the description of outsiders drawn in the 
Manchester Times, there is no counterculture at Bonnaroo, not at 
least in the traditional sense of the term. The counterculture of the 
1960’s and 1970’s, once ostensibly aimed at developing “a model for 
an alternative culture” (Hoffman, 1989, p. 62), is now a commodity. 
Attending Bonnaroo is a stand-in for true revolutionary action. 

At Bonnaroo, the press portray the dominant culture as having 
assimilated the counterculture, leaving only the morphological detritus 
of “hippiedom” or “punkdom,” and replacing counter-hegemonic 
ideology with “jam band fandom.” Frith (1984) suggested that “the 
theory of the Revolutionary Youth Movement [was] simply a romantic 
gesture at politics” (p. 59); this notion appears to have reached its 
capitalist end-expression at the Bonnaroo festival, a “corporate event 
organized down to the last hackey sack and water bottle” (“Counter 
Cultures,” 2003). What remains is a prefabricated Woodstock 
in which the spectator engages in a socially acceptable form of 
contrived counter-hegemonic action. The faux counter-hegemony at 
the festival, however, takes place within the dominant paradigm of 
traditional family unit where it receives sanction under the watchful 
eye of parental authority. Where the press during the 1982 World’s 
Fair refl ected the dominant culture’s resistance to the “other,” the 
Manchester Times demonstrates the “other’s” fi nal commoditization. 
The war is won.
Charlie Gee    
Duquesne University   
Stephen Bales
Texas A & M University
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Sarah Vanover

(Re)Covering Infl uences—Nick Cave 
and Johnny Cash:

How Intent, Audience Expectation, and the 
Construction of Artist-as-Text Create Meaning in “Th e 

Mercy Seat”

Conversations within the realm of adaptation theory continue 
to emerge and evolve in an attempt to work out a stable discourse for 
the approach. Within these conversations, coming to the forefront of 
the attention of many scholars, is the issue of fi delity and how it affects 
the value of the text(s) being examined.  The drive to privilege a text 
based upon its position on a timeline as original or authoritative serves 
to overwhelm other concerns audiences and critics alike may engage 
by thinking past hierarchical constructs. I would argue, then, that the 
fi delity issue need not be a central focus in meaning-making within 
the study of adaptation and that too much focus on this point diverts 
attention from a deeper exploration of texts involving a web of critical 
approaches which allows us to create new ways of seeing both the texts 
themselves and their operation as they exist within a broader spectrum. 
Examining the ways in which audience reception and expectation as 
well as artistic infl uence and intent affect interpretation is a productive 
approach if the goal is, indeed, to understand the process of adaptation 
as experiential and separate from a question of fi delity. 

In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon discusses the 
necessity of seeing adaptation as a process with multiple infl uences 
determining “How,” “Why,” When,” and “Where” the process of 
adaptation occurs.1 Hutcheon provides many such approaches to 
various media, yet she spends little time discussing the adaptational 
process involved in music—specifi cally the song cover. In an attempt 
to explore the transactional process of adaptation taking place in this 
medium, this essay includes a close reading of Nick Cave and the Bad 
Seeds’ “The Mercy Seat” (1988) and Johnny Cash’s cover of “The 
Mercy Seat” (2000), while also utilizing various critical approaches 
that help us appreciate the process of adaptation involved in the texts, 
allowing us to view them, not as distinct products in which meaning 
is determined by the question of fi delity, but rather as texts existing in 
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a continuum of adaptation. It is especially important for the purposes 
of this essay to understand adaptation as a process—perhaps even a 
cyclical process in many instances. If we look at adaptation as only 
product-based, we are necessarily forced to create binaries such 
as good / bad, fi rst / second, original / reproduction, and so on. To 
presuppose a concept of “original” necessarily privileges that text over 
any adaptation that may be secondary chronologically and draws the 
conversation back in upon the issue of fi delity, destroying any pleasure 
the audience may receive from examining the process through the 
varied lenses discussed above. Terms such as “reproduction” (product 
is even in the word itself) or “remake” (again, there is the connotation 
of product) serve to devalue, whether overtly or not, any subsequent 
re-visioning(s) of a text.

In an examination of the osmotic nature of adaptation, 
therefore, I adapt Wolfgang Iser’s idea of the “implied reader” and 
situate it in terms of an implied listener in order to acknowledge 
the role of audience in the meaning-making process. In The Act of 
Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, Iser argues “that one should 
conceive of meaning as something that happens” (30), as something 
that is a process of engagement and transmutation that has the 
ultimate goal, not of fi nal product, but of the experience of meaning-
making itself and which necessitates “fi lling in a central gap in our 
experience” with a text (165). Just as adaptation itself is a process, so 
is our experience of it. Hutcheon’s notion of “Who” is taking place in 
the adaptational transaction is of further importance to understanding 
“Why” and “How” certain re-visions are made in the process. Iser’s 
notion of active meaning situates itself with adaptation studies and, 
therefore, aligns with Hutcheon’s ordering in that the audience must 
play an active role in distinguishing, constructing, and re-constructing 
artistic intent and acknowledging that meaning can be created when 
viewing the artist both in and as a text. In addition to the songs 
themselves, understanding the construction / adaptation of the artist 
is essential in order to illuminate the necessity of viewing the process 
of adaptation leading to an autonomous work—and to establish a 
discourse surrounding these two particular artists that may help us 
further understand the “Who” of this adaptational process. 

In a 2003 interview with Dan Glaister of The Guardian, Nick 
Cave relates, “I lost my innocence with Johnny Cash . . . . I watched 
him and from that point I saw that music could be an evil thing, a 
beautiful, evil thing . . . . There was something that struck me about 
him, and about the way my parents shifted around uncomfortably” 
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(n. pag.). In 2000, Johnny Cash was experiencing a resurgence of 
his career with the release of his and producer Rick Rubin’s third 
installment in the American series, American III: Solitary Man. On 
the album, Cash covers Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds’ “The Mercy 
Seat.” Before delving into a close examination of these texts, it is 
worth mentioning another example of the invisible dialogue existing 
between these artists, which comes in the form of Nick Cave and the 
Bad Seeds’ Kicking Against the Pricks (1986). In an interview about 
the album entitled “Kicking Against the Pricks” appearing in OOR
Magazine, Cave refers to the unfair treatment he feels he received 
in the press as an artist, not an unfamiliar position for Johnny Cash 
either. On the album, the band covers tracks Cave cites as inspirational 
and quickly admits that “my taste was the only guiding line” in the 
selection process (qtd. in “Kicking” n. pag.). Included on Kicking
Against the Pricks is the song made famous by Johnny Cash, “The 
Singer,” which Cave says was included because it is a song “that’s 
about the image that I have of myself in 20 years from now” (qtd. in 
“Kicking” n. pag.). The fi rst track on the album is “Muddy Water,” a 
standard covered by many artists in the blues and country tradition of 
the American South, but a song that stood out particularly to Cave in 
that (he relates during the interview) he had only heard the Cash cover 
of the song. Cave’s initial attraction to the Cash version seemingly 
shapes his re-visions to the arrangement as he manipulates the tempo 
to coincide with his interpretation of the lyrics themselves (n. pag.). 
Finally, the cover of “The Long Black Veil,” though not penned by 
Johnny Cash, is perhaps one of the more famous tracks included on 
his album Johnny Cash at Folsom Prison (1968). Signifi cantly, for the 
next installment in the American series, American IV: When the Man 
Comes Around (2002), Cash and Cave collaborated on the cover of the 
Hank Williams song “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry.” That both of 
these artists are drawn to these songs seems to signify more overarching 
infl uences shared between the two and further suggests their existence 
within a cycle of infl uence, thus reinforcing the symbiotic nature of 
their artistic relationship. Though the conventions of their respective 
genres, audience bases, and personal artistic intents vary, this infl uence 
establishes a dialogue between these artists throughout their careers, 
manifesting most distinctly in “The Mercy Seat.”

Nick Cave and band-mate Mick Harvey collaborated on 
the production of “The Mercy Seat” included on Nick Cave and the 
Bad Seeds’ 1988 album Tender Prey. The song centers on the story 
of a prisoner sentenced to death row. Cave takes his listener into the 
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mind of the killer who is wrestling with his actions and his mortality. 
The prisoner becomes obsessed with the minutia surrounding him, 
revealing a deeply tormented mind that can only make sense of his 
experience within a psychological space. As the date for his execution 
nears, he reverts to the inside and in a lengthy repetition of the song’s 
chorus attempts to make sense of himself, God, and what is to come. 
Whether or not the prisoner is truly guilty or innocent of the crime is 
not Cave’s initial concern as he represents the torture of self-awareness 
and awareness of God. The listener is confronted with an immediate 
and overwhelming layering of the prisoner’s experience, mirrored in 
both the song’s lyrics and clashing arrangement.

For his 2000 cover of “The Mercy Seat,” Cash and Rubin create 
a production stripped to a seemingly simple acoustic arrangement. 
Cash’s version revises Nick Cave’s lyrics, possibly in order both to 
suit the needs of the American series fan base and country-music genre 
and to conform to his own ideas about mortality. In Cash’s version 
of the song, the listener is confronted with the social situation of 
inmates in prison.  Cash immediately makes his audience aware of the 
possibility of the prisoner’s innocence and takes the audience through 
a series of verses that focus on how outside forces in the prisoner’s 
world constantly construct him. Several verses from the 1988 version 
are either rewritten or omitted entirely, and in his tremulous bass 
voice Johnny Cash recites the verses as a storyteller. In this version, 
Cash represents a man who has found a community in religion and 
is redeemed in his fi nal moments. This audience’s expectations are 
greatly controlled not only by the text but also by the artist-as-text—
an especially signifi cant factor for audiences in the music world where 
there is great and frequent proximity to the music itself and access to 
the artist (music videos, radio, concerts, and music awards shows). 

From their early days as The Birthday Party, Nick Cave and 
the Bad Seeds—especially the lead singer, Cave—had a love-hate 
(mainly hate) relationship with the media that Ian Johnston in his 
Bad Seed: The Biography of Nick Cave (1995) describes as confi ning 
them “with the straitjacket of the punk tag” (54). This was an image 
Cave only slowly shed as it followed him into his years with Nick 
Cave and the Bad Seeds. Cave’s behavior—including a series of 
overdoses, arrests, fi ghts (many with fans), and tirades—fueled the 
punk myth that surrounded him. His audience was as much a part 
of the myth-making process as the media. Johnston indicates that 
the drug-fueled audiences of The Birthday Party expected a similar 
atmosphere with the new group—and Cave supplied: “Night after 
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night [Cave] grew obsessed with certain members of the audience 
who were either mocking or ignoring him, until he was directing 
his entire performance towards them, screaming into their faces and 
lashing out in all directions” (79). This literal in-your-face aspect of 
the band’s genre seems to have infl uenced Cave’s understanding of 
audience expectation as necessitating a psychological space between 
artist and audience in which meaning could be created. Perhaps it 
is this desire to create such a space that leads Cave increasingly to 
revert back to his earliest inspirations who had created such a space 
for him, including the “existential, alcohol-sodden tales of good and 
evil, sorrow, unfaithful women, murder and redemption” found in the 
music of the “larger-than-life fi gures from the annals of country and 
western music”—among them “Johnny Cash” (36).

Just as was Cave, so was Cash constructed by the media, the 
recording industry, and his audience (perhaps even himself). In his 
Johnny Cash: The Biography (2006), Michael Streissguth reveals that 
“Columbia [Records] worked the rebel angle” by marketing Cash in 
a way that “suggested that Cash was a former inmate,” playing up 
a “scar on the right side of his face, the result of a botched dental 
procedure” in order to rouse “intrigue among those in search of an 
anti-establishment voice” (151). They were able to achieve just such 
an effect, as a mythology enveloped Cash and structured him as a text 
his audience would interpret through the lens of rebel outlaw for the 
rest of his career. In Nicholas Dawidoff’s In the Country of Country: 
People and Places in American Music (1997), the author shares a 
story relayed by journalist Mikal Gilmore (brother of two convicted 
felons) concerning his brothers’ experiences and admiration for Cash. 
This describes well how Cash’s image impacts his audience:

He was the family’s pop-culture saint  . . . . They saw the bad-guy 
outlaw image, and the side of Cash who understood outsiders and 
heartbroken people. My brothers also responded strongly to the 
idea that this person had been in jail. Even if it had only been for a 
few days, it meant a lot to my brothers. It became infl ated in their 
imagination. He’d had some of the same experiences they’d had and 
therefore he could be trusted as their voice. (187)

Johnny Cash’s process of adapting “The Mercy Seat” is signifi cantly 
infl uenced by his desire to sing to and represent the fringes of society 
and re-establish them as within the society. Cash’s re-visions to 
the 1988 version are necessary to draw the audience’s attention to 
the prisoner’s situation, Cash’s primary focus. In the 1988 version, 
Nick Cave mirrors Cash’s concern with the fringe, but his process 
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for illustrating such an existence is bound in his attempt to take the 
audience on a voyage through their own psychological spaces in a 
process of meaning-making.

The specifi c re-visions Cash makes in his 2000 version of 
the song reveal the aforementioned structures surrounding him; 
similarly, the choices Cave makes when developing his vision for the 
1988 version of “The Mercy Seat” reveal the structures surrounding 
and infl uencing him. Cash’s cover deviates from Cave’s version 
immediately by drawing attention to the moment of incarceration 
as his focus of and impetus for the song: “It ALL began when they 
come took me from my home / And put me on death row” (1-2). The 
emphasis on “ALL”—the simple addition of the word into the lyric—
shifts the audience’s perspective of the crisis point to the cell, to the 
prison, to the confi nement and condition of it. In contrast, Cave’s 
fragmentary declaration at the end of his fi rst verse sets up a study for 
the audience in the psychology of the condemned (which is explored 
further in this essay and for Cave does not necessarily require a prison 
cell): “I . . . am . . . not . . . afraid . . . to . . . die” (Cave 5).  The 
mind becomes the primary focus for the audience, and Cave’s concern 
with the psychology of condemnation is disjointed. Yet through its 
vocalization, it can be owned and informs the audience’s interpretation 
of the song throughout. Johnston details Cave’s obsession with prison, 
isolation, and punishment, which eventually led him to several projects 
concerning the penal system: “Rather than the actual physical act of 
murder itself, Cave was beguiled by the loneliness of the murderer 
who had taken a conscious decision to become totally alienated from 
the rest of society” (175). The line between self and society is one 
which distinguishes these adaptations from each other; the recognition 
of this distinction is part of the pleasure an audience may receive 
when experiencing these texts independently or through the lens of 
adaptation.

There exists a sharp contrast in the adaptation by Johnny 
Cash, as it is the relation of the individual to the community that is a 
concern in his cover. Perhaps due to the publicity Cash received over 
the years as his demons showed themselves to the public eye, Cash 
envisions that the plight of the individual cannot be removed from the 
society in which he exists. Cash’s arrest on drug charges played out 
to the nation in 1965—and, coupled with subsequent arrests, would 
haunt him and label him throughout his career. The effects of existing 
as an Object determined by society manifest in Cash’s adaptation. 
The distinction, for example, between “on death row” and “in death 
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row” is signifi cant in its placement of the body; Cash’s prisoner is at a 
physical place—“on death row” (2). Cave’s prisoner’s confi nement is 
interior—he is “in” a psychological prison (2). The concern with the 
interior individual and his construction of his surroundings informs 
the implied audience’s listening of the 1988 version, whereas the 
prisoner as Object directs Cash’s implied audience to an awareness of 
the prisoner’s social condition.

The repetition of “weighing of the truth” in Cash’s chorus 
invokes the justice system as a controlling force in the prisoner’s 
existence. Cash’s concern with the treatment of prisoners is a plausible 
factor in the decision to morph this line found in the 1988 version, 
which for Cave audiences did not invoke images of societal or judicial 
forces but rather the individual’s contemplation of and confusion 
over the ways in which the psyche makes meaning for itself through 
a “measuring of proof” (chorus). In a 2010 interview with Michael 
D. Ayers, Rubin discusses the weight of Cash’s version and aptly 
terms it as “just so heavy” (n. pag.). The weight derives from what 
Streissguth terms as Rubin’s awareness and ability to capitalize on the 
“power of [Cash’s] dramatic delivery” (263). This is not to insinuate 
that Cave’s version lacks weight—it contains a different kind of 
weight, a psychological weight infl uenced by Cave’s “existential 
vision of prison as a metaphor for the human condition” (Johnston 
223).  Cave acknowledges that different intent in the two versions 
creates a different meaning for the audience: “[Cash’s] version is so 
good.  He just claims that song as he does with so many  . . . . I wrote 
and recorded that when I was fairly young, but he has a wealth of 
experience which he can bring.  He can sing a line and give that line 
both heaven and hell” (qtd. in Glaister n. pag.).

Cave’s comment raises a further point concerning the ways in 
which the term “cover” may be interpreted. At what point is a cover so 
far removed from the context of the song it is adapting that it ceases to 
have any relation to it? If we frame this question within the terms used 
to discuss fi delity at the beginning of the essay, and acknowledge the 
effect artistic intent and audience expectation has on a listener, then 
fi delity to the song being covered lies mostly within the interpretation 
of the implied listeners and our expectation of product from the artist. 
Inherent to the texts being discussed in this essay is the notion that 
each artist has a very specifi c approach and intent during the process 
of (re)creation. The core of the song in this instance, however, 
remains intact: a prisoner on death row awaiting execution. Though 
the particular verses and the arrangement have been manipulated and 
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revised in the cover, the core remains. The fi delity, then, lies more 
within the audience’s expectation of the artist they are currently 
listening to rather than in its fi delity to the song from which the cover 
has spawned. It is the “experience” Cave identifi es that informs the 
listener’s meaning of the adaptation.

Signifi cantly, two verses from Cave’s 1988 version are omitted 
from Cash’s cover: verses four and nine. In these verses, Cave deals 
specifi cally within a psychological space where the only forces acting 
upon the prisoner’s Self are his own constructions. The retreating to 
an interior space unaffected by outside forces—the jailers, the prison, 
the system governing it, and the system that placed him there—causes 
the prisoner to become ultimately aware of the minute realities, of 
the “signs” (22) of the things, affecting him. The prisoner’s obsession 
with the mundane, though hinted at in Cash’s version, becomes here 
the central focus for the audience who recognizes Cave’s descriptions 
and repetitions of tangible, seeable forces as having a greater impact 
on the prisoner than the intangible forces (of society and justice) with 
which Cash deals.

Each artist is highly infl uenced by constructed notions of 
spirituality, and in order to fully appreciate the process involved in 
this adaptation, it is necessary to appreciate the revelation of these 
concerns by each artist. Mick Brown muses on Cave’s conception of 
God and psyche in his 1998 interview with the artist entitled “Cave’s 
New World”: “The shadow of a vengeful, powerful, and capricious 
God, more inclined to punishment than mercy, hangs over his earlier 
work,” writes Brown (n. pag.). Cave adds that in “those days, it felt 
like the appropriate text for the way I approached life  . . .  which was 
fuelled by hatred and rage against things” (qtd. in Brown n. pag.). By 
this point in Cash’s life, however, he was more concerned with the 
redeeming power of not God and psyche, but of God and society—a 
possible explanation for the excision of these verses in his cover. As 
Streissguth notes, the communal aspect of religion was of utmost 
importance to Cash and became an expected theme for his audience 
at many of his shows, revealing that during the 1990s Cash hired a 
minister that “followed him around the world, leading Bible studies 
and prayer meetings for the band and road crew and waiting in the 
wings while Cash invited his faithful to meet with him” (251-52). 
The difference in audience—perhaps even the difference in genre—is 
inherent in the two artists’ diverging conceptions of both the role of 
the artist and the role of God.

Such expectations further reveal themselves in verse nine, as 
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Cave breaks down the reality surrounding the prisoner. He breaks this 
reality down to its most basic unit—the grapheme: “‘E’ ‘V’ ‘I’ ‘L’ / ‘G’ 
‘O’ ‘O’ ‘D’” (53-4). Whereas the construction of the prisoner in Cash’s 
cover moves towards the exterior, Cave’s prisoner continually retreats 
further and further inward and disconnects from a cohesive social 
construct. In his interview with Brown, Cave reveals at this point in 
his life “I always actively attempted to separate myself from what was 
generally the mainstream of thought” (n. pag.). This is not to say that an 
interpretation of this verse cannot be informed by Cave’s relationship 
with religion—however unconventional it may seem when compared 
to Cash’s and that of Cash’s audience. In his biography, Cave relates 
that “‘I had a sort of intellectual relationship with [religion], but I 
don’t think you can read that book for any length of time without 
being affected by what it’s saying  I became very affected by a lot of 
the messages’” (qtd. in Johnston 191). Their respective pasts, their 
respective conceptualizations of God and religion, have respective 
impacts on each artist’s version of the song and allow the audience to 
experience the adaptation as either Nick Cave fans, Johnny Cash fans, 
or an informed audience of both artists. 

Cash does not, however, do away with these verses altogether. 
His fi fth verse is a combination of verses six and nine from Cave’s 
version: “My kill-hand’s / tattooed E. V. I. L. across its brother’s fi st / 
That fi lthy fi ve! They did nothing to challenge or resist” (27-9). Cash 
describes a prisoner who is not completely corrupt. There is a separation 
between act and person; the “kill-hand” is juxtaposed against the 
other hand “its brother’s fi st”—the part of the prisoner that could not 
overcome the stain of evil shadowing himself. Cash’s dedication to 
prison reform and prisoner’s rights impacts his interpretation of the 
1988 version and prompts consequent revision. For Cave, though, 
there is no such easy separation of good and evil as he symbolizes 
his prisoner’s “kill-hand” as a dichotomous structure—encapsulating 
both good and evil just as the prisoner’s psyche. Cave’s concern with 
the inner turmoil surrounding spiritual condemnation is evident in his 
intent in these lines. That his audience is aware of his concerns as an 
artist—and are themselves often affected by similar ones—leads to an 
acceptance of his structure.

These concerns further reveal themselves in verses seven 
and six. A direct comparison of these lines is necessary to realize that 
minute re-visionings create distinct meanings for an implied listener. 
Cave sings, “In Heaven His throne is made of gold / The ark of his 
Testament is stowed  . . . . Down here it’s made of wood and wire” (39-
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40, 43, emphasis added). Cave resituates the Mercy Seat as a physical 
place (the electric chair), functioning as a construct of the prisoner’s 
psyche. Cash, however, sings, “In Heaven His throne is made of gold 
/ The ark of his Testament is stowed . . . . It’s made of wood and 
wire” (30-1, 34).  Cash does not jolt his audience into physical reality 
but merges the physical place of the electric chair with the spiritual 
interpretation of God’s mercy.

The process of adaptation as a way of conforming the text to 
this intent is most notable in the transformation of Nick Cave’s line 
“Of which I am nearly wholly innocent, you know” (3). Cash’s interest 
in the social forces interacting with and imposing themselves upon the 
prisoner’s body lead to a re-visioning of the song from the beginning. 
In the Cash cover, the line is re-written: “a crime for which I am totally 
innocent, you know” (3). As Cash’s prisoner progresses through the 
song, he encounters the institutionalized forces which seek to judge 
him and negotiates them in an attempt to make sense of his situation. 
He moves from rationalizing that “anyway there was no proof” 
(58), to declaring “I’ve got nothing left to lose” (66), to questioning 
his reaction to the constructed world around him and preparing for 
spiritual realization as he utters “I’m afraid I told a lie” (75). Cash’s 
prisoner is not (re)written in such a way that it matters to the audience 
whether or not he committed the crime, because he still contains basic 
aspects of humanity. The prisoner’s ultimate redemption is a process of 
moving through stages. These stages were not unfamiliar to Cash who, 
according to Streissguth, had taken in a prisoner who had approached 
him during his live concert at Folsom Prison. After the man’s release, 
Cash began to lobby Congress to address prison reform in order to 
“‘give a man some hope in prison, to give a man some encouragement 
to be a better citizen while he is there and if he is a better citizen, 
while he is there, he is going to come out a better citizen’” (Cash qtd. 
in Streissguth 186).

Cave’s prisoner, on the other hand, makes no such outward 
progression. His initial ambivalence towards his guilt remains until 
the ultimate moment in which he is able to fully enter into his own 
psychological space at the moment of death; he moves from “anyway 
I told the truth” (63), to “I’ve got nothing left to lose” (71), to “anyway 
there was no proof / nor a motive why” (79-80), to “I’m afraid to tell 
a lie” (104), to the fi nal line “I’m afraid I told a lie” (112). The rapid 
repetition of these lines combined with frantic instrumental layering 
may serve to refocus the audience’s attention in on themselves rather 
than on the prisoner. The condemned man is guilty, perhaps evil; but 
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Cave’s concern is not our perception of him as such—his concern is 
with the inner-space void of such constructed notions. The fi nal line 
reveals Cave’s interest in the spiritual realm, particularly at this point 
Old Testament mythologies, and indicates a singular and personal 
awareness uninfl uenced by the tangible. In Brown’s interview, Mick 
Harvey analyzes his writing partner’s approach to religion stating, 
“Nick’s writing can be broken into two parts  . . . . In the ‘80s you 
could say he was obsessed with the Old Testament. In the ‘90s, he’s 
obsessed with the New Testament. There’s the old fi re and brimstone 
Nick, and the newly humanitarian Nick” (n. pag.).2

Cash’s prisoner as passive Object is acted upon and determined 
by the society who has placed him in prison; he is dependant on 
something outside himself for redemption. He sings “And the mercy 
seat is smoking / And I think my head is melting / And in a way 
that’s helping / To be done with all this twisting of the truth” (68-
71, emphasis added). Cash’s prisoner as constructed Object can be 
realized in the fi nal lines of the re-visioning of the 1988 version, 
whereas Cave’s prisoner relies solely upon himself to make spiritual 
meaning of his existence and experience. Cave sings, “And the mercy 
seat is smoking / And I think my head is melting / And in a way I’m
helping / To be done with all this twisting of the truth” (81-4, emphasis 
added).  This is the difference in Cave’s and Cash’s perceptions of 
religion: for Cash, in this moment, spirituality and religion are imbued 
with community. For Cave, in this moment, the spiritual can only be 
attained in the solitude of the psychological space.

The arrangement of Cash’s cover further indicates to his 
audience that they are to expect to be transported through the spiritual 
process of a man determined by society and located within, perhaps, 
their own community. Rubin’s stripped-down acoustics lead to the 
penultimate moment of the prisoner’s recognition of those very forces 
which have affected him and build to a crescendo that mirrors the 
construct of the lyrics and Cash’s delivery of them. Cash’s quivering 
vocals betray his own mortality, which would register intimately with 
his audience. Further, genre convention is an integral component 
in Cash’s adaptational process. As Streissguth states, the American
recordings, though produced by an outsider to the genre of country-
folk music for which Cash paved the way, serve as a means of 
“legitimizing and renourishing country music’s roots” by conforming 
to the “themes and instrumental simplicity that birthed the genre” 
(261). The crescendo near the end of the song acts as a signal for the 
listener to expect the execution of the condemned man; yet it is this 
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same crescendo that conveys spiritual solace at the end. The building 
up throughout the song is fi nally released when the prisoner is released 
from those social forces Cash saw as determining his body throughout 
the song.

Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds’ 1988 arrangement is distinctly 
different from the acoustic barrenness of Cash’s. The audience is 
immediately confronted with instrumental layering that entangles 
them within the psychology of the prisoner. The arrangement is 
schizophrenic. It is complicated. It is consuming. Johnston describes 
it as a “circular cacophonous noise” (222).  Cave’s vocals echo 
hauntingly and are periodically overwhelmed by the band, forcing 
the audience to listen intently to make meaning from the lyrics. The 
“cacophonous noise” Johnston alludes to creates a sense of urgency 
for the audience insofar as it engulfs them in layered noise but also 
forces them to play the role of intent listeners to arrive at meaning. 
Such an arrangement focuses the audience back in on itself and forces 
the listener to become intimately aware of his / her mind-set—it allows 
listeners to make meaning for themselves by positioning them within 
an acute awareness of their own psyches.

So much of the meaning the audience makes from “The 
Mercy Seat” is due to their expectations of feeling those things created 
by their images of each artist, making the process of adaptation even 
more experiential in the fact that the audience has a vital role in it. 
It is this role the audience has in meaning-making that allows the 
listener to feel a sense of ownership in experiencing the adaptation. 
Iser establishes this network of connections as fundamental to an 
audience’s response to a text: “past and future continually converge 
in the present moment, and the synthetizing operations of the 
wandering viewpoint enable the text to pass through the reader’s mind 
as an ever-expanding network of connections” (116). The process of 
experiencing allows the listener to become a contributor to the process 
of the adaptation. A listener’s own experience, his / her knowledge of 
the text, and his / her knowledge of the artist synthesize, allowing the 
listener to share in the artist’s process of creation; this is similar to 
Hutcheon’s positioning of the process of adaptation as pleasurable and 
providing a sense of joy in its construction. When the listener brings 
his / her knowledge of the function of the artist and the function of the 
artist’s imagery in the text into consideration, s/he is able to “fi nd the 
motives underlying the questions, and in doing so [s/]he participates in 
producing the meaning” (Iser 74).  By positioning the audience within 
the construction of “The Mercy Seat”—each version seemingly bound 
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by its own conventions, expectations, and intentions—the process of 
adaptation itself has become organic and, in turn, become a source of 
both power and pleasure as the audience must actively engage in a 
cycle of experiential recovery of meaning. 

With an awareness of the cycle of infl uence, then, between 
Nick Cave and Johnny Cash informing the listener’s reaction to the 
cover, we are able to approach adaptation as experiencing itself; the 
“old conditions the form of the new, and the new selectively restructures 
the old  . . . . [R]eception of the text is not based on identifying two 
different experiences (old versus new), but on the interaction between 
the two” (Iser 132). This returns us to our initial concern of de-
privileging the language surrounding the process of adaptation and 
re-asserts the idea that there is no preferred original text; no clear-
cut binary; no distinguishable division between “‘E’ ‘V’ ‘I’ ‘L’ / ‘G’ 
‘O’ ‘O’ ‘D’” (53-4), as it is an audience’s knowledge and experience 
that is determinate in making the product. The genre, format, and 
artistic intent inherent in the text itself are directive threads for an 
implied listener which condition him / her to create and re-create these 
expectations and fi nd meaning over and over as both text and listener 
fi nd cohesion within each moment of encounter.
Sarah Vanover
University of Virginia, College at Wise

Notes
1Hutcheon suggests that there are three perspectives infl uencing 

the way we can view the adaptational process: as “a formal entity or 
product” that “is an announced and extensive transposition of a particular 
work or works” (7); as “a process of creation” that “involves both (re-) 
interpretation and then (re-) creation”; and as a “process of reception” that 
“is a form of intertextuality” (8).

2The dichotomy of Cave’s and Cash’s outlaw personas and their 
concern with religious constructs is shared by both artists and helps us 
better understand intent in their work. Though concerned with different 
manifestations of the imagery, Cash’s adaptation does not stray far from the 
thematic content of Cave’s. Similarly, it is likely that Cave’s admiration for 
Cash’s persona and work can be traced in the 1988 version. This cycle of 
adaptation allows us to view each work as independently valid.
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Christian Moraru 

ZOMBIE PEDAGOGY: 
RIGOR MORTIS AND THE U. S. BODY POLITIC

“English zombies!” blurts out Denis in Thomas Pynchon’s 
2009 novel Inherent Vice. “Look at them, man,” the hero carries on, 
“American zombies are at least out front about it, tend to stagger when 
they try to walk anywhere, usually in third ballet position, and they go, 
like ‘Uunnhh . . . uunnhh,’ with that rising and falling tone, whereas 
English zombies are for the most part quite well spoken, they use long 
words and they glide everywhere, like, sometimes you don’t even see 
them take steps, it’s like they’re on ice skates. . . .1

 “Culture-specifi c” zombies? Good question. One thing 
is certain, though: the fl esh-eating ghouls are popping up all over 
America. A telltale sign the U. S. economy still has to come back from 
the dead, the zombie industry is booming. No longer an unwonted 
revenant from Hollywood’s restless netherworld, the loathsome 
creatures have become a cultural epidemic that makes you wonder: 
which is more contagious, the zombie bite or the zombie theme? 
Sporting their hallmark rags or still reasonably groomed, the walking 
dead keep stumbling out of America’s obsessional closet to take 
over neighborhoods, malls, campuses,2 and freeways in popular and 
experimental, cult and mainstream art forms alike, and sometimes 
in all at once, as in Pynchon’s book and, before it, in Kathy Acker’s 
Empire of the Senseless (1988), Joyce Carol Oates’s Zombie (1995), 
Don DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), and E. L. Doctorow’s The
Waterworks (1997). In these and other recent novels, American 
postmodernism unabashedly fl aunts its twice “zombifi ed” nature. For 
not only is postmodernism, as Jacques Derrida might say, a spectral 
formation, a textual present intertextually visited by a past that 
declines to pass; furthermore, not only is this past’s posthumousness 
too culturally productive, too enlivening, not to tempt some—pace
Fredric Jameson—to approach the postmodern as a postmortem lease 
on life extended to things otherwise deemed done with, “history”;3

but what haunts this present, what this present presentifi es, and, 
conversely, what makes our time kick is, to no negligible degree, the 
undead themselves.4

 This holds true across genres, media, and fi elds, in literature 
Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012
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commonly understood as postmodern but also in its poorer relative, 
pulp, and in the Stephen Kings and Brian Keens feverishly mining 
the subject in between; in movies such as Ruben Fleischer’s 2009 
comedy Zombieland and in TV cartoons, with The Simpsons and South
Park leading the pack; in commercials and in the anti-commercial 
Ronald McDonald Internet “exposés”; in cultural-political satire à la 
George Saunders and in mashups like Seth Grahame-Smith’s 2009 
Pride and Prejudice and Zombies; in music videos and computer 
games from Michael Jackson’s 1982 Thriller and the Resident Evil
multimedia series to comics such as the 2008 Zombie Broadway; in 
masterpieces that have already undergone “zombifi cation” as well as 
in zombifi ed classics to be,5 no less culturally blasphemous than the 
“Schwarzeneggerized” rewrites of Mark Leyner’s avant-pop Et Tu, 
Babe;6 in mock-scientifi c zombie vade mecums and manuals, a cottage 
industry whose output ranges from Max Brooks’s “traditionalist” 
2003 Zombie Survival Guide (billed as “Complete Protection from the 
Living Dead”) to Mac Montandon’s “revisionist” 2010 “Completely
Scientifi c Guide to the Lives of the Undead” (titled The Proper Care 
and Feeding of Zombies); and, last but not least, in reputable venues 
from newspapers and magazines to academic journals and presses, 
where philosophers debate the “physicalism,” mind, and soul of the 
“soulless,” and economists quarrel over the “zombie economy” and 
the “zombie companies” thriving in it.7

 This fast growing body of work has time after time reembodied 
fi gures, scenes, plot lines, and sociocultural allusions from George 
A. Romero’s 1960s trend-setting fi lms. However, in getting “new 
life,” the Romero hits and, with them, the entire “ghoulish genre” 
only emulate the obstinacy of their staple character.8 “This thing 
just won’t die!” the handful of humans left standing in zombie fl icks 
invariably scream—ironically enough, an outburst itself haunted by 
Hamlet’s undying “Rest, rest perturbed spirit!” (1.5.181). Alas, both 
in Shakespeare’s Denmark and in Romero’s America, the “thing” does 
not oblige. The dead have died and not quite; they are “deadish,” as a 
(still) human hero quips in the 2004 remake of Romero’s 1978 Dawn
of the Dead. Literalizing an afterlife that for many of “us” remains 
a vaguely religious metaphor, zombies, rather than Max Brooks’s 
readers, may be the consummate survivalists after all—Survival of the 
Dead is the title of Romero’s 2009 movie. Anything but “completely 
and thoroughly dead,”9 they wake in the very wake of their ambiguous 
demise to take up residency in the limbo of U. S. culture and, from 
there, to gross out, horrify, and confound, but perhaps also “enlighten” 
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us, tell us something about ourselves. For, when read with the grain, 
the zombie fi gure does not actually speak to us; it casts a spell on 
us without spelling itself out; it remains “mute” or, at most, “tells” 
us what we expect or want to hear, namely, of its fundamentally 
inhuman essence, of that which is so unlike us, rational beings, that 
it cannot possibly tell us anything at all, let alone about the limits of 
our rationality. But, when read against its rhetorical-ideological grain, 
the zombie starts speaking to us despite or, better yet, by means of its 
unspeakably irrational appearance, thus engaging us through the very 
radical difference it stages so willfully. How is this possible?
 An epitome of inhumanity, zombies are, it seems, more 
than simply “different” from us. The dissimilarity is total, allayed 
by no residual overlap, affi nity, or commerce across the existential-
intellectual gap between “us” and “them.” This radical contrast 
explains why we are drawn so hypnotically to the catatonic hordes 
and also why they have all but supplanted vampires as our unmitigated 
Other in the collective imaginary.10 Some critics argue, in effect, that 
zombies fascinate Americans to a degree Dracula’s progeny never 
have. Their demonism ever part-time, dampened by the “soft” alterity 
built into it, blood-sucking monsters retain a modicum of humanness 
because they are endowed with sentience and, more importantly, with 
consciousness, “twisted” as it may be. Not so zombies, even though 
one still has to shoot them in the head to put them out of their misery. 
There are, of course, exceptions such as that confounding Laurell K. 
Hamilton’s zombie “animator” Anita Blake. As a rule, however, they 
have every semblance of lacking consciousness.11 Consequently, they 
do not possess the individuality most vampires boast. True, a vampire’s 
bite may dehumanize its human victim. But, because vampiric contact 
is not automatically infectious, it is not instantly metamorphic either. 
As Elizabeth Kostova reiterates Bram Stoker’s observation in her 
Vlad epe  thriller The Historian, several bites are required for the 
transformation to occur. Even so, this vampirizing dehumanization is 
“mushy.” Not unlike the Borg’s “assimilation” of Star Trek’s Captain 
Picard, it is usually neither perfect nor irreversible given that it does 
not de-individualize. Again, zombifi cation does. Accordingly, the 
zombie, being one or turning into one, performs the unadulterated 
difference between the inhuman in its serial and mindless form, on 
one side, and the human and its equivalents, the individual and the 
rational, on the other.
 Zombies are, then, our absolute opposite. Not only that, but 
they are keen on looking absolutely opposed to how we see ourselves 
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as living entities in general and homo sapiens in particular. Preserving 
just the material veneer of humanness, the zombie is, and insists on 
appearing to the spectator or reader, as the human in its most de-
spiritualized or a-spiritual, reifi ed embodiment: the human as mere 
embodiment, the human qua body.12 Except that, trading on the 
anatomy of “corpus” and “corpse” simultaneously, the zombie body 
does not have the structure of a human body either. The tautological 
regime of zombie phenomenality, in which how the “thing” appears 
to us is no more than that, an appearance, an epidermal phenomenon 
or “show” of deceptive layers, surfaces, and looks, holds sway over 
the zombifi ed body too; the latter presents, quasi-theatrically, the mere 
façade of human physicality. This corpus no longer incorporates. In 
other words, it is not an organic apparatus, an anatomic-physiological 
system that contains and thus depends on organs with “vital” functions 
no less vital to the unifying, coherence-building workings of the mind, 
but something like a depthless, decentered, and socially decentering 
“body without organs.”13 If in David Lynch’s corporeal “universe . . . 
bodily depth constantly invades the surface and threatens to swallow 
it,”14 zombifi cation fl attens the body into a one-dimensional “surfacial” 
assemblage with no insides and no inside. Rendering thingness not 
anorganic but organless, this vertical surfaciality of sorts marks a 
major step in the zombie body’s “thing-becoming.”15

 Anima demoted to animality and its abominable kabuki 
theater of bodily postures and cognitive impostures, the Cartesian 
subject here totters before us only to cancel itself out in its dejected 
hypostasis of object or “thing” groping around for our fl esh. The 
“thing” will never eat its fi ll, though. Its hunger for us is bottomless 
because, as a venerable philosophical tradition reassures us, so is the 
gap between the human as cogitative subject and the inhuman other 
as subject solely to our cogitations and thereby de facto object or 
thing. Which is to say, not only are we, humans, the sole and absolute 
subject, entitled to our epistemological absolutism, but the object on 
the other side of the human-inhuman divide is absolute too and so 
irredeemably hostage to the stultifying immanence of its gruesome 
materiality. In brief, we are a res cogitans; we are a, or better still, 
the “thinking thing,” in which the heavily emphasized fi rst term tones 
down the “thing” (res) in us. For, as the Cartesian dictum has it, if we 
think, if we are subjects—if we are, tout court—this happens at the 
expense of the thing, of the object.16 At the same time, the only reality 
granted to the object of our cogitations is opaque re(s)ality, the self-
imploding black hole of unthinking “thingness” or, as Jacques Lacan 
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underscores, the twice “dumb” reality that does not speak and hence 
remains silent because it cannot think to begin with.17

 Disseminating this tradition across the high- and low-brow 
cultures of contemporary America, the zombie plays up the object’s 
hopelessly objectual condition by putting an “abjectual” spin on it 
through a tactical overdramatization of the somatic object as abject
object or cadaver. The underlying assumption here is that, in the 
“dead body,” the object’s destitution or, as Jean Baudrillard says, 
“prostitution,”18 its ab-jection or re-jection to the otherworld’s non-
subjective otherness and to its inert, a-rational thingness, is categorical 
and defi nitive and will be registered as such by us.19 Thus, the object’s 
“obscene,”20 ignominious objectuality, the cadaveric “abjectuality” on 
which zombie cinema dwells so obstinately, sanctions the subject’s 
rational downgrading to object, to a thing that, Sartre claims, while it 
can be said to “exist,” is not as we are.21 Sanctioned by the “accursed” 
ontology of subaltern beings, it is as tool and prosthesis, human 
substitute, rational ersatz; it is, bluntly put, so we can fully be.
 This fall from the rational grace of subjectivity, now a 
condition safely earmarked for us alone, is further compounded by the 
subject’s “atypical” survival as zombifi ed body: a fraudulent survival, 
un-whole and in that unholy, “diabolically” partial.22 Metaphysically 
speaking—speaking, namely, from a simultaneously rationalist and 
theological position concerning what makes the subject human and 
under which circumstances it is “operational”—this subject would be 
better off if, once clinically dead, it vanished from our world without 
a trace and “stayed,” as one of Elizabeth Kostova’s characters opines, 
“respectably dead” instead of sticking around and appearing, in the 
aforementioned sense of “appearance,” as thing-like body.23 Following 
its “half-death”—demi-mort, in Lacan—and “disrespectful” of this 
interstitial state, the body may and does appear. But, the same tradition 
has it, this appearance represents, as earlier, just that, an appearance, 
smoke and mirrors without substance precisely because all there 
seems to be to its reality is corporeality, to wit, fl esh. On the face 
of it—the inhumanly defaced face the zombie’s body turns to us—
there is no subject in or with the pseudo-resurrected body that puts 
in an appearance. The body is now merely a “thing” or, as Hamlet 
tells Rosencranz and Guildenstern, “The body is with the King, but 
the King is not with the body.” “The King,” Hamlet adds, “is a thing 
. . . [o]f nothing” (4.3.23-26). But is the anthropological subject 
the only heading under which knowledge can give itself a vehicle 
and a form, in short, a body? To ask the question differently: Is the 
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thing necessarily a-subjectual, utterly unable to exert cogitative and 
articulatory functions equivalent or comparable to a living person’s? 
And, if it is not, how exactly do zombies help us warm up to the notion 
of a thing’s “personhood,” as Barbara Johnson might say.24

 One of Shakespeare’s notoriously cryptic places, the passage 
above has been interpreted in a disconcerting number of ways. Most 
critics agree, though, that the body in question is more than meets 
the eye. The body, they maintain, is not, or not only, Polonius. More 
remarkably, we are not dealing exclusively with empirical bodies 
either. Along these lines, two distinct bodily formations come into 
play here: the King’s “natural” body and the monarch’s body politic.25

One is private, physical, hence mortal. It dies and does not tarry. Or, if 
it does, it does not do so as such but as its metaphorically disembodied 
double or “spirit”—as the body’s “other body.” Bodying forth the 
law, authority, and kingship, the “somatic” body’s alternate is more 
of a transcendental, collective-juridical concept, a signifi er of political 
desire, of monarchic will and legitimacy. These bodily attributes of 
the ruler are sui generis “things” that do not fade away upon the death 
of his perishable body. They outlive his mundane exit and so can 
be passed on to the rightful heir or can be denied to pretenders and 
usurpers, as the case may be. In this sense, Claudius is a King/thing 
of no(-)thing. “Thingifi ed,”26 he looks the part but is hardly (with) 
“it,” the real King/thing. This is why the law, which he violated when 
he poisoned Hamlet’s father, cannot possibly be with Hamlet’s uncle; 
it is the murdered King who retains authority even after death has 
degraded his physicality to nothing (physical), to the ghostly revenant. 
Urged by his son to “rest,” the King cannot take a break because the 
law is still “restless,” active. In or with him, power, imperium in Latin, 
remains imperative, and the fi rst action it demands regards Claudius 
because his crime has reduced the law and its embodiment to a no-
body, to spirit, immaterial specter.
 The King’s appearance is thus a “phallophany,” a 
phallophanie, as Lacan writes in his seminar on desire (Book VI).27

For, what appears (cf. Gk. phainesthai) or reappears, rather, in the 
King’s phallic apparition—what comes to light in the Heideggerian, 
enlightening Lichtung (“clearing”) opened up by Hamlet’s revenant 
and makes itself known to the Danish prince, to his spectators, and to 
human consciousness more generally—is the luminous essence of the 
phallus as Ur-index of relation, as “with” marker. An arch-signifi er, 
the phallus is all about signifying, signifi cation, and signifi cance, 
pointing to how things relate to one another, come about, signify, and 
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overall get done in our world, to who is running them, that is, with
whom “it,” the law or moral-political authority, lies or should lie. The 
copulative phenomenology of the “with” is here paramount. What 
this “with” articulates (formulates, lays down) is articulation itself as 
key world principle because the link and the aptly named “signifying 
chain” in which we are all enmeshed, our socio-political and affective-
phantasmatic ties, the logical-grammatical copula and the very act of 
copulation make for the building blocks of worldly languages and 
codes, both encode this world and help decode it semiotically and 
politically by revealing how bodies of people, culture, and institutions 
are “with” one another.28 Thus, on the one hand, the phallus sets up the 
world as sexual, cultural, political, and cultural juxtaposition (tradition, 
transmitted culture, is quintessentially phallic too) and, on the other 
hand, assists us in parsing the world syntax accordingly. The premier 
phallic function, Lacan submits, is to “lift the veil”29 from the libidinal 
underpinnings of cultural-political codifi cations and hierarchies. 
“With” the King, the phallus returns from the dead to unveil to the 
living the makeup of the symbolic. The King shows itself in order 
to show that which must be shown to us because we cannot discern 
it on our own. The unveiling presupposes the veiled—verbalized, 
symbolized, disguised—status of things human, but the apparition 
appears so that those things do not remain forever unapparent to us. It 
follows, then, that the “truth” the ghost conveys is both hermeneutic 
and critical, that it also pertains to—indeed, warrants—a certain 
Kritik. Otherwise put: this truth has to do with our world as much as 
with our capacity to “get” it and implicitly with the human itself, more 
specifi cally, with the critical shortcomings of human consciousness. 
 As Lacan insists elsewhere, this is the profound and disturbing 
revelation the subject experiences “in the place of the Other.”30 More 
basically, it is in the place occupied by the King’s reappearance as 
apparition, as “other” to Hamlet and us all, that we get a glimpse of 
some(“other”)thing we ordinarily do not make out from our station 
in the world of the living, namely, of how limited our capacity for 
ideological analysis and critique can be. For, if it “knows its place” 
in the hardened order of things mortal and immortal, human and 
nonhuman, animate and inanimate, as it usually does, the human risks 
not knowing itself, and, more often than not, ignorance and its corollary, 
self-ignorance, are the price we pay for the entrenched cultural-
metaphysical sedentariness that locks us inside our Weltanschauungen
and paradigms. So, against an entire Cartesian line of thought this time 
around, we may conclude that we are and own up to what we are as 
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cognitive subjects where we normally are not; that, perforce “beyond 
us,” learning is an away game; that knowledge reveals itself to us, the 
knowing subjects, in the realm of otherness, in Michel de Montaigne’s 
anthropological ailleurs.31 Canvassed ad nauseam in our daily routines, 
the social remains, unfortunately, a site of socio-critical blindness: 
being-in-the-social, and by extension being overall, is a blind spot, a 
topo-epistemological handicap. Instead, the place where the phallus 
appears marks the scene where the workings of human desire, power, 
and hegemony can be queried and made apparent. Returning from the 
otherworld in an appearance of necessity other to us, the King’s ghost 
shows up, Lacan contends, “to bring to the subject’s mind” [pour . . . 
porter à la connais sance du sujet]32 what in the subject’s abode gets 
in the way of his or her knowledge: the ideological underlays of the 
social terrain itself and, deeply engrained in our consciousness, the 
self-suffi cient rationalism that blinds us to ideology’s “veiled” grip 
over our lives.
 But, if zombies are not vampires, they are not ghosts either. 
They are less than spectral, or perhaps more, higher up the inhuman 
scale. Arguably, ghosts are not ghastly enough, at least compared to 
zombies, whose “over-the-top” bodily appearances look stranger than 
disembodied apparitions and so carry superior heterological value. 
Does this matter? It does because, if we entertain the notion that the 
Other returns to raise human consciousness—if the King must come 
back as the Other to orient us in the symbolic and, within it, in the nuts 
and bolts of the ideological—then, the more hair-raising the Other, 
the more consciousness-raising its rise: the more “other” to us the 
revenant’s form, the more unfamiliar to us its resurgence and the more 
critically defamiliarizing its presence among us and to our human 
condition. No doubt, the hero of the 2006 comedy Fido constitutes 
another exception, for, as a rule, zombies are neither well behaved nor 
“trainable,” unlikely to remember or relearn our cultural rites, walk 
our dogs, and become the caring fathers we have never had. Their 
dehumanization, more accurately, their incapacitation as functioning 
human subjects, is and must be acted out in the symbolic world of the 
living as absolute because, unlike specters, they can embody the Other 
absolutely, that is, they can “lend” otherness their body and no more 
than that. “A true ZOMBIE[’s] . . . eyes,” fancies Q_P_, the serial killer 
protagonist of Oates’s 1995 novel, “would be open & clear but there 
would be nothing inside them seeing. & nothing behind them thinking.
Nothing passing judgment . . . Nor memory.”33 And vice versa: since 
the zombifi ed body entails a thoroughgoing dehumanizing of the 
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human, the “veritable” Other, the Other as the “real thing,” necessarily 
appears to us as a zombie (kind of) thing.
 To most commentators, the thingness of the thing—the human 
as zombie body—allegorizes the “human reductionism” striving to 
“reduce a person to body, to reduce behavior to basic motor functions, 
and to reduce social utility to raw labor,” hence the usual references 
to earlier fi lms such as White Zombie (1932), Revolt of the Zombies
(1936), Revenge of the Zombies (1943), and even Modern Times
(1936).34 Instead, what a critical reading foregrounds in the “thing” no 
matter how this appears and speaks (or does not speak) to us at fi rst 
blush, is not principally a feature we lose as mindless zombies, but, 
to the contrary, something we gain intellectually, something we get to 
see in ourselves once we have seen it in or as a thing; not a cognitively 
regressive narrative allegorizing the old chestnut of modernist 
“alienation,” but a progression in knowledge and self-knowledge, odd 
as it may “appear.” For it is in such extreme incorporation that the 
Other plays its “unveiling,” analytically othering role best, naming for 
us that which otherwise would remain “unknown,” “unimaginable” 
to us;35 it is, specifi cally, as bodily thing that the Other “calls the 
subject into question,”36 puts up the twofold high drama of our social 
reifi cation and false consciousness most effectively. The zombie 
“critical method” and its focus—our sociocultural positioning—are, 
then, isomorphic: as a “thing of fl esh,” “fl eshed out” as thing rather than 
airy spirit, the Other stands ideally poised to awaken us to our material 
embodiment and related conditioning, viz., to how much the loftiest of 
our representations and values, and our ability to “see through” them 
all no less, are conditioned by symbolic, socioeconomic and political 
arrangements geared not only to holding our world together but also 
to screening its asymmetries and injustices from our gaze.
 Therefore, what Derrida calls the “spirit of Marxist critique”—
Marxism’s critical Geist—may well prove less pugnacious in ghosts 
than in zombies.37 In fact, ever since Hegel, the Geist, both “spirit” and 
“ghost” in German, has been coopted by the metaphysical methodology 
and vocabulary of Western humanism. Its critical thrust repeatedly 
exorcised, the Geist has been harnessed to the teleological project 
of the human, and on this account too somatology, the “a-spiritual” 
logic of the body, poses a more serious threat to the metaphysics of 
the human than Derrida’s post-Marxist “spectrology.”38 First and 
foremost, this threat and, potentially following from it, the re-visitation 
of some of our basic “grand narratives” stem from the zombie’s 
bodily performance—from that which makes zombie somatology a 
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radical heterology. Granted, werewolves, vampires, ogres, mummies, 
poltergeists, and phantoms are heterologies too, but zombies are 
a heterology with teeth in more ways than one.39 These teeth have 
a uniquely pedagogical bite to them in the sense that if indeed, as 
Derrida claims, the “love[r]s of justice” stand to learn a lot from a 
“ghost” in which they nevertheless recognize themselves as much 
as they do in vampires—Our Vampires, Ourselves, reads the title of 
Nina Auerbach’s book on the subject—then the same “scholars” and 
“intellectuals,” along with the rest of us, “should learn” even more 
from zombies.40

 Learn what, one might retort. And again, can we learn anything 
at all from that which has come “to represent an absence of spirit”?41

Suppose we are, at long last, prepared to accept that “[t]he human 
body is an instrument of knowledge,” as Paul Auster writes in his 2010 
novel Sunset Park.42 Can we say the same about the zombie body? 
To answer, let me offer fi rst that startling in the spectral Unheimliche
is a Freudian recognition, an almost necromantic resuscitaton of 
what has been, in sum, a reenactment or comforting mimesis of the 
human subject. What comes back from the ultra-monde43 in and 
“with” the specter and its phallic appurtenances of authority, control, 
and privilege is thus the reiteration of a cognition originated in, and 
referencing, our hic and nunc and so fraught with all the philosophical 
and not-so-philosophical concessions consciousness has been making 
in the name of our “reasonable” humanity. By contrast, unsettling in 
zombie Unheimlichkeit are the “body beyond recognition”—bodily 
otherness—and its phallic fl ipside, namely, a deeper, more diffi cult, 
and troubling realization analogously surging from beyond human 
consciousness and cutting through that which customarily confi nes our 
thought processes to preset intellectual grids and their inbuilt status 
quos.44 It is the zombie uncanny that truly “goes against one’s waking” 
and, more broadly, against rational, human “wishes or beliefs.”45 What 
pulls us toward vampires, and what, in them, “teaches” us, is a psycho-
cultural matrix of self-identifi cation, the vampiric in the human, for, 
at the end of the day, “[v]ampires [are] [l]ike [u]s.”46 Admittedly, 
they are monsters. But in their monstrosity—in their botched 
metamorphosis—we view ourselves. Like the specter, the vampire is 
a speculum, a “mirror” of and for the human. To that extent, what the 
vampiric or ghostly mirror image of ourselves uncovers and refl ects 
back to us is, critically and politically, a mixed bag: not just the phallic 
as heretofore unavailable insight into the logic of our world—the 
phallus as “embodied . . . nous and . . . logos,” according to Lacan47—
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but also the world’s “phallogocentrism,” as Derrida contends, against 
Lacan, in “Le facteur de vérité.”48 In such monstrous vehicles, the 
phallic tenor at once enables and disables “learning” and the critique 
grounded in it. What accounts for this ambivalence is that which, in 
vampires, ghosts, and other Others of this kind, reminds us of what 
has created them in the fi rst place: human rationality and its apparatus, 
consciousness. Living on in vampires—and, with heightened pathos, 
in disembodied revenants like spirits—consciousness, complete with 
its all-too-human refl exes and compromises, bears out Hamlet’s 
suspicion that “conscience does make coward of us all.” “[T]he native 
hue of resolution,” the Prince goes on in the famous Act III soliloquy, 
“is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.” Put in another way, 
while we may learn something from the specter, we “lose the name 
of action” in the bargain: learning is one thing; acting on what we 
have learned is quite another. “Cast” as they have always been in 
consciousness and its representation systems, the thought or thoughts 
in question are not only liable to accommodate the represented 
epistemologically, but they are also “weak” politically.
 Beholden to a “weak thought” redolent of Gianni Vattimo’s 
pensiero debole, the thinking subject may end up “neutraliz[ing],” 
Derrida worries, “[the specter] through naturalization,”49 that is, by 
explaining away the specter’s nature. And so, premised on the spirit’s 
bodilessly “logocentric” pantomime, the naturalizing and rationalizing 
constructions we put on the world are predictably “despiriting,” so 
to speak, bound to do ideology’s bidding. By the same token, they 
translate into correspondingly insubstantial “actions”—into Slavoj 
Žižek’s “decaffeinated revolution, a revolution which doesn’t 
smell of revolution.”50 On occasion, we may “catch” somebody’s 
consciousness promisingly unawares “in the open,” in another place, 
in the place of the Other as “thing” —“The play’s the thing / Wherein 
I’ll catch the conscience of the King,” announces Hamlet in Act II—
and yet consciousness, moral conscience included, cannot solve actual 
problems as long as it does not have the strength to pose itself as a 
problem to the world-as-world, to the world’s concrete body of bodies, 
of smells, noises, contacts, and views. In this light, what Inherent Vice’s 
FBI agents say of unscrupulous real estate mogul Michael Wolfmann 
should be taken literally. “We’d always assumed,” they admit, “that 
Michael’s conscience would never be a problem. After all his years of 
never appearing to have one. Suddenly he decides to change his life
and give away millions to an assortment of degenerates—Negroes, 
longhairs, drifters. Do you know what he said? We have it on tape. 
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‘I feel as if I awakened from a dream of a crime for which I can 
never atone, an act I can never go back and choose not to commit.’”51

After his “crisis of conscience”—once his conscience “appears”—
Wolfmann disappears but only to reappear later in “the clutches of 
the [same] System,” “back to them old greedy-ass ways.”52 Following 
his institutionalization, he lumbers around all doped up, at the same 
time cured and sicker than ever. Is Wolfmann Freud’s Wolfsmann? A 
Lazarus à rebours perhaps? In any event, he turns up fully, obtrusively
zombifi ed. But he must be so in order to draw attention to himself, 
and, more notably still, he must draw attention to himself because 
this is the only way we may pick up, in his pre-crisis behavior and 
in everyday America generally, on what Doc, Pynchon’s private-eye 
hero, refers to as “all telltale zombie symptoms.”53

 As one can see, not only does the zombie dissimulate 
and disclose concurrently, but it cannot accomplish either without 
attempting both at once. On that account, it ramps up its corporeal 
spectacle of difference to the point where the horrifi ed spectator is 
no longer afforded any identifi cation with Wolfmann whatsoever. If 
initially Pynchon’s reader may have “related” to Wolfmann and more 
broadly to entrepreneurial America, that becomes fairly impossible 
after the realtor resurfaces in all his otherworldly inhumanity as 
bodily thing plodding along like a speechless automaton. But, again, 
this shocking reemergence is of the essence; this is how the “Other 
as [Freudian] Ding” (thing), must “present itself to us,” given that, 
as Lacan stresses, “the Thing only presents itself to the extent that it 
becomes word, hits the bull’s eye, as they say”54 [pour autant qu’elle 
fait mot, comme on dit faire mouche].55 More plainly, Wolfmann 
would not have assumed a form so pointedly discrepant from ours, 
i.e., he would not have presented himself before us as a thing, as a 
no-thing by human standards, if he did not have some “other,” more 
important thing—Lacan’s Chose—to present or communicate to us; 
Wolfmann’s ghoulishly astonishing, theatrical-discursive rhetoric of 
self-presentation conveys his “message” by virtue of the same negative 
dialectic of phallic presentation according to which the stranger the 
messenger and his delivery, the stronger the message and its impact 
on the receiving subject.56 Thus, he presents us with something to 
“think about” in our world of symbolic deployments insofar as his
presentifying “comeback” boggles our mind, representing for us an 
“encounter” with a thing that resists symbolization since its meaning 
lies, Lacan states it plainly, somewhere “beyond the automaton, the 
return, the coming-back.”57 Wolfmann addresses us, has “things” to 
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say to us, because he looks so unlike us, so inhuman, “thingly.” He 
makes us refl ect because refl ection, consciousness, and so on do not 
seem available to him. He speaks to us because he is, or sounds, rather, 
speechless—as Lacan also glosses on the Other’s “mute” recital, the 
thing becomes mot (“word,” in French) by way of its very silence. It 
is in this aporetic wordlessness pregnant with meaning, dialectically 
“telling,” that the Other is “on target” (fait mouche) and targets us; 
through its unlikely presentation, “the Other as Ding” “tells it like it 
is,” to us.58 This observation too should be taken literally. Not only 
must the telling (the phallic signifi er) be thing-like, must be carried out 
in a dingliche fashion or appearance, but the “it,”“[l]es choses don’t 
il s’agit”—the “things” the muet (silent) Other talks about not in so 
many words (mots),59 that which is told us and concerns us in zombie 
“phallophany” (the signifi ed)—must also be some(-)thing germane to 
the form the telling and the “mute” interpellation of the human take 
up.
 The bestselling Walking Dead multivolume graphic novel 
forefronts this thought-provoking interpellation insistently. This 
should come as no surprise. In the introduction, Robert Kirkman, the 
series creator, explicitly likens his work to “[g]ood zombie movies[, 
which] show us how messed up we are[, . . .] make us question our 
station in society . . . and our society’s station in the world. They show 
us gore and violence and all that cool stuff too . . . but there’s always an 
undercurrent of social commentary and thoughtfulness.”60 Kirkman’s 
protagonist, former Kentucky policeman Rick Grimes, his family, and 
friends are “addressed” by the undead into a “thoughtfulness” that, 
inchoate as it looks, was unavailable to humans prior to the zombie 
outbreak. On the one hand, interpellation is here metaphorical. Except 
for the occasional grunts, the interpellating things remain silent, 
inarticulate. On the other hand, it is literal in that it does articulate 
a demand, a challenge to consciousness to recognize and possibly 
overcome its “station.” In the makeshift camp outside Atlanta from 
volume 1 and especially in the former prison where volume 4 is for 
the most part set, the zombies surround the survivors and provide an 
omnipresent audience under whose scopic pressure Rick and others 
take steps to rescind their compliance with “every retarded little rule 
we ever invented to make us feel like we weren’t animals” and come 
up with “new rules” instead.61 The old rules held together the human 
world Rick’s group has been trying unsuccessfully to salvage, a social 
model fundamentally compliant, in effect rooted in allegiance to law 
and in which daily interaction of the group members and sociality 
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largely are dramatized as “congenial” law enforcement. This is 
particularly obvious in volume 1, where Shane, Rick’s one-time 
partner and a big believer in “rules,” equates their survival with the 
government’s ability to take charge. For somebody like Shane, the 
current situation is a deviation from norm, a wrinkle in an otherwise 
dependable, rational sociopolitical narrative. The state of exception 
brought about by the crisis, he believes, is both illegitimate and 
temporary. On this ground, as far as he is concerned, it makes no sense 
either to question pre-zombie, legal setups and social affordances or 
to adjust to the present. By contrast, Rick, while acknowledging the 
present’s abnormality, senses in it, albeit still vaguely, an opportunity if 
not a necessity to query the norm itself. To Shane, what they are going 
through is a “mess” the government and its agencies will somehow 
sort out, rationalize, and the army will “clean up” sooner or later. 
Rick, however, feels that the mess is here to stay, marking as it does a 
profoundly messy, fast-changing world whose shifting practices and 
boundaries of gender, sexuality, religion, class, property, community, 
and humanity, emphatically thematized across the volumes, make him 
take another look at the world left behind.
 What “it” all comes down to is this: in keeping with the logic 
of phallophanic self-articulation, the thing the zombie body as thing 
conveys to us also is—or is of the nature of—the thing itself. The 
Freudian-Lacanian rebus is, self-refl exively and with the kind of self-
refl exiveness absent in “us,” about res itself.62 More enigmatic and, 
nonetheless, more urgent than a spectral communiqué, this carries 
a message about the re(s)ality of human consciousness, about how 
reifi ed, how thing- and automaton-like, and ultimately how mindless 
the human mind and the human broadly stand in the signifying 
system and in the clasp of socio-systemic relations subtended by 
it. Only consciousness cannot and does not appear so to itself but 
to its “selfl ess” Other, the zombie. Unaware of the situation, of the 
“System” and its grip on us, consciousness acts, or rather merely 
reacts, as false consciousness, playing along docilely. Busy to fulfi ll 
its social “mandate,” as Lacan dubs it, the subject’s consciousness 
largely fails to question the subject’s world.63 By contrast, the thing 
is a brazen provocateur: as Heidegger proposes in Being and Time,
the “thingliness [of things can be or] becom[e] a problem”64 that may 
end up problematizing the world. “As in W[hat Is a] T[hing],” the 
book the German philosopher devotes exclusively to the thing, “the 
question ‘What is a thing?’ brings,” Michael Inwood comments, 
“the whole world into play.”65 Asking about the world’s choses (see 
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Lat. causae) is an etymologically and philosophically apposite way 
of “bringing into play” the world’s causes, its reasons to be the way 
it is.66 The play at hand is the material play (cf. the French jeu) of 
thinking, of thinking and its high stakes (enjeux). A chief ingredient 
of the genre from the fi rst Romero movies to Amelia Beamer’s 2009 
Alcatraz “romance” The Loving Dead, the zombie uprising may 
allude to the social disobedience for which humans have become 
unfi t. But more signifi cant, and hence less transparent, is the allusion 
to what lays the groundwork for any questioning and dissent in a 
world of ideologically dematerialized values, namely, to the requisite 
retrofi tting of thinking as thing-thinking, as “thinging.” For the thing/
Ding does no more (and no less) than that—“its thing”—by helping us 
see how things connect to one another in their bigger “scheme.” Here, 
in Heidegger’s political “assembly” (Ding, in the Old High German),67

things (Dingen) are “thinged out” (gedungen)—discussed, sorted out, 
legislated on, and otherwise “assembled” into symbolic confi gurations; 
it is to these confi gurations of desire, meaning, and authority that the 
zombie’s thing-appearance alerts us on closer inspection. Revelatory 
and “instigative,” its thingness jars us into “thinging” critically, 
into critical thinking “about things.” In that, “it” is neither quiet nor 
stupid, regardless of how creepy, taciturn, and overall mindless its 
bodily performance—or precisely because this performance looks so. 
Supremely and necessarily amphibological, the thing’s dumb show is 
just (for) show, a half-camoufl aging, half-revelatory self-performance 
where performing bodies set out to “catch” our “conscience” 
by acting out our re(s)ality and its corollaries: objectifi cation, 
instrumentalization, serialization, and “massifi cation.”68

 Does this mean, as Žižek claims, that “we all are zombies who 
are not aware of it, who are self-deceived into perceiving themselves 
as self-aware?”69 Is “the zombie monster ultimately terrifying because 
in it one sees one’s self”?70 Not exactly. Things are—we know it 
already—more complicated. Even though we employ the zombie 
as an unfl attering human simile in movies, political analysis, and in 
casual conversation, we are not zombies.71 Of course, we may imagine
ourselves as zombies as much as anything else. But even that would 
take a serious stretch of the imagination, let alone that it would rub 
against our own cultural imaginary, which intimates that, properly 
speaking, we cannot be (like) them if we cannot be where they are or 
where they are from. On this score too Lacan is unequivocal: to that 
place—the “world of the Other”—we have no access.72 Unthinkable 
and unspeakable, beyond the symbolic and thus uncompromisingly 
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alien, the zombie world remains inaccessible to us. 
But not the other way around, I hasten to say. While we “stay 

put,” unwittingly cooped up inside symbolic arrangements, the abject 
thing designates, as Julia Kristeva argues, a “limit-object,” an object 
equally limited (confi ned) and limitless, intrinsically transgressive.73

So, we may not go over to the “other” side—or we may, but with 
a one-way ticket. A “threshold” type of bodily unit, as Deleuze and 
Guattari might describe it,74 the zombie, however, does cross over 
to us, and, to repeat, it is this dramatic asymmetry between us and 
“it,” the irreconcilable disjunction enacted as body thingness, that, in 
prompting the crossing, implicitly sets in train what I have labeled 
zombie pedagogy. This seemingly non-negotiable difference from the 
resurgent thing that defi es symbolization is instrumental—moreover, 
a prerequisite—to the rediscovery of the symbolic as problematic 
and ultimately to the resurgence of our self-awareness. To be “for 
real” and thereby help us make sense of the world, the return of the 
Lacanian Real must be mind-blowing and thus “make no sense” at 
fi rst, and it achieves this absolutely, as that-which-we-are-absolutely-
not, in the form of the zombie body or thing to which, try as we 
may, we fi nd no way to “relate.” But the impossibility of a rational-
emotional connection with that which, in its “impossible,” unhinging 
appearance, shocks us out of our analytically and socially inoffensive 
habits provides the steppingstone to ascertaining, albeit tentatively, 
our condition of possibility. If, in order for us to be and cope with the 
world as it is, we must be oblivious to the intolerable truths nesting 
at its core, the thing also must burst forth, writes Žižek, in all its 
unbearable materiality, as “the ultimate horrible Thing,” so that we 
“put things together” and make this core’s content somewhat visible.75

We may still have a hard time picturing what lies within it. For all 
intents and purposes, it may still mark a no-thing, a hiatus, or wrinkle 
in the Lacanian socio-semiotic continuum analogous to the irruption 
of the apocalyptic creatures of Pieter Brueghel’s Triumph of Death
and Sergei Eisenstein’s “lost” fi lm Unterwelt into the leisurescape 
of DeLillo’s Americana.76 Nevertheless, not unlike a potter’s vase, 
shaped by the emptiness inside it, the everyday “plenum,” along with 
its underpinning ties, associations, and allegiances, comes together 
around this reordering crack in the symbolic order,77 and for that 
the illegible void opened up by the thing’s rise is also where this 
meaningful togetherness, this copulative condition and conditioning 
of the human, lends itself to reading—ours.
 It is in this fatally circumventing sense that all zombies 
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are “cultural zombies” and American zombies are culture-specifi c 
or specifi cally “about” America.78 Bearing critical witness to the 
culture they have left behind, their afterworld is not postcultural but 
metacultural. In that regard, once more, their posthumousness is not 
posthuman. Their hereafter is given over to our present, which they
revisit so that we might revise it. Attuned to phallophany’s contrastive 
dialectic, our reading, then, does not read the vacuum of the “thing,” 
which remains inescapably unreadable, but the surrounding vacuity, the 
glamorous thoughtlessness in the culture around it. The body liminal 
sheds light, accordingly, on the body politic’s limitations, constraints, 
and elaborately induced knee-jerk reactions—in Dawn of the Dead,
zombies converge on the mall “instinctively” because that is where 
“the lobotomized masses of middle class laborers and consumers that 
comprise late capitalist society”79 fl ock “rationally” in their “free” 
time, not just during the zombie pandemic. Thus, the thing’s thingness 
itself, its muteness or incoherent mumbling, pinpoints with unmatched 
eloquence the incoherence of our wishes and justifi cations. Zombie 
hypermateriality unearths the material constitution of our desire along 
with the sociocultural apparatus designed to hide the desire’s content 
in plain sight; as in Romero’s 1985 fi lm Day of the Dead, we fail to 
“domesticate” them because we are already domesticated, sold on said 
justifi cations and on ideology overall; similarly, they bite us so as to 
punish us for this domestication, i. e., for how they themselves led 
their own lives when they indeed were (like) us, but also to “tell” us 
what they are doing by doing (the) it (thing), namely, by unleashing 
an orality in which the distinction between “biting” (devouring, 
mastication, etc.) and enunciation no longer operates.80

 Embodying phallophanic dialectic with a clarifying 
vengeance, the zombie bite is phallic communication par excellence.
As such, the bite stands outside “the chain of language [parole],”
tracing language’s outside, the unspeakable and the violent impasse 
or interruption in communication within language itself. But this 
bloodcurdling static, this intolerable break in discourse, is also the 
vociferous emptiness around and from which the speaking subject’s 
position and the plenitude of linguistic exchanges get their contour.81

This is how rigor mortis—sign, as common wisdom has it, of lack 
of consciousness, judgment, speech, in sum, of humanness—
bespeaks, in the same circumvolutory fashion, our lack of rigor and 
passes judgment on human consciousness and its vulnerability to the 
affl uent-consumerist mythology of freedom, free will, and agency; 
this is how “evil” shows off an “intelligence” of its own, capable 
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of debunking what Baudrillard identifi es as “Integral Reality: the 
irreversible movement towards the totalization of the world . . . the 
growing hegemony of the powers of good”82; this is, after all, death 
that might do the living some good insofar as only in or “with” it, 
in and through the thanatological re(s)alism of the half-dead thing, 
the nuts and bolts of this hegemony become readable; this is how, in 
its zombie context, Hamlet’s dilemma might just start making sense 
again—how the “not to be” part and the “wisdom” and “eloquence” 
of not-being might just get us thinking, again. Successively coupling 
and decoupling the cognitive and the conscious, the conscious and the 
cerebral, the cerebral and the rational, the rational and the subject, the 
subject and the human, the human and the living, the living and the 
organic, and—at last—the organic and the body, the zombie raises the 
time-honored question with renewed urgency.
Christian Moraru
University of North Carolina, Greensboro
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Richard Keen, Monica L. McCoy, Elizabeth Powell

Rooting for the Bad Guy:
Psychological Perspectives

My ex is a werewolf.  I was young, he was a bad boy.  
Everybody said no, so I said yes.  I am a cliché.
--Luna Garza (Janina Gavankar) in True Blood (2008 -  ), 

   “I’m Alive and on Fire”

Imagine watching the news and hearing the anchorperson 
describe how eleven men stole $150 million. Would you hope they 
would never get caught?  What if the news story was about a mob boss 
who successfully plotted to kill multiple people who had “wronged” 
him, including his older brother and a police captain?  Unless you 
are a sociopath, you probably want these criminals apprehended and 
punished.  However, even if you are a normal, well-adjusted person, 
the odds are that you rooted for people committing these or similar 
acts.  In Ocean’s 11 (2001), most of us wanted Danny Ocean (played 
by George Clooney) and his crew to successfully rob three casinos of 
$150 million.  Similarly, in The Godfather (1972) and The Godfather 
II (1974), many of us wanted Michael Corleone (played by Al Pacino) 
to do what he deemed necessary.  What is it about these law breakers 
that makes us root for them?
 When watching a melodrama, the audience is encouraged to 
cheer for the hero and boo when the villain appears. This certainly 
makes sense: we should root for those who do good deeds and 
disparage those who do bad things. How then do we understand the 
proliferation in popular culture of the beloved villain? Why do so 
many seemingly normal, well-adjusted people root for the bad guy? 
Our goal for this paper is to explain the appeal of the bad guy from a 
psychological perspective.

First, we need to defi ne what is meant by the phrase “bad 
guy.”  There is not any fully agreed-upon list of criteria that designates 
who is a bad guy and who is not. Questions about motivation, past 
experiences, and consequences all fi gure into deciding whether 
someone is seen as bad.  There is general agreement that bad guys 
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break society’s conventions or rules.  However, the question of 
whether all people who break the rules are bad is more complex. For 
instance, Winston Smith in Orwell’s 1984 (1949) breaks the rules, but 
few consider him to be a bad man.  Even though Winston deliberately 
violates the law by committing thought crimes and engaging in an 
illegal affair, nearly all readers root for him and not for the offi cials 
who “rehabilitate” him so that he comes to embrace the teachings of 
Big Brother. Or consider A Time to Kill (1996) where a ten-year-old 
black girl, Tonya, is raped and beaten by two White supremacists.  
Afraid that the men will be acquitted, Tonya’s father, Carl Lee, enters 
the courthouse and shoots both men to death and injures an innocent 
deputy.  To many, neither Winston nor Carl Lee are bad guys, even 
if they broke the rules.  But then the question is, where do you draw 
the line? Is it okay to break rules if they are unfair, or if you have 
been hurt, or if you only hurt bad people? We have concluded that the 
construct of “the bad guy” is actually complex and multi-dimensional. 
For example, one dimension in this construct centers on rule-breaking.  
At one end of this spectrum are the “bad boy” personas who break 
societal rules for no apparent reason and at the other extreme are 
those who break societal rules because the rules are unjust.  Another 
dimension centers on the context in which the bad behavior occurs.  
Is the bad behavior confi ned to a certain situation or is it pervasive?  
There are many additional dimensions, with each bad guy having a 
unique combination of dimensional locations in this conceptual space. 

Fundamental Attribution Error
I’m not bad.  I’m just drawn that way.
--Jessica Rabbit (Kathleen Turner) in Who Framed Roger 

Rabbit? (1988)
     The fundamental attribution error is the tendency to attribute 
another person’s behavior to their internal characteristics as opposed 
to the situation they are in at the time (Kassin, Fein, and Markus 
118).  Therefore, if I see a stranger shoot another person, I am likely 
to assume that he is an evil person with questionable morals. On the 
other hand, if I shoot someone, I am much less likely to think that it is 
because I am evil and immoral. I would be quick to explain that I fi red 
the gun to protect myself and my family from repeated threats that I 
had received from the person I shot.  I make an internal attribution 
about the stranger and an external attribution (i.e., situational) about 
myself.  This is especially true if the behavior in question is negative.  
      Following this well-established phenomenon, one would tend 
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to think that if I see a character behaving badly in a fi lm, then I should 
think that he is a bad person and therefore, I should not fi nd him 
appealing.  This is not, however, the way it tends to play out.  Most 
of us are drawn to the bad guy and fi nd ourselves excusing his or her 
behavior.  This can be partially explained by realizing that the types 
of attributions we make are infl uenced by how much information we 
have about the actor (Green, Lightfoot, Bandy and Buchanan 164).  
If you hear about someone on the news who does something bad, 
you can immediately think, “He (or she) is a bad person.”  All you 
know about the person is the behavior in this instance, so it is an easy 
conclusion to make. You have no information about the situation he or 
she was facing that might infl uence your attribution.

Research has shown that if participants are exposed to short, 
10-minute clips of an actor behaving as either a good man or an evil 
one, they will later rate the actor himself more positively if they saw 
the character’s good behavior and more negatively if they saw the 
character’s evil behavior (Tal-Or and Papirman 336). In other words, 
the participants were making a version of the fundamental attribution 
error. Because they had only a brief sample of behavior to analyze, 
they assumed what they saw was refl ective of not just the character, 
but also the actor’s personality. In fact, almost all of the research 
on the fundamental attribution error has focused on how one makes 
attributions about a stranger.  If a mysterious stranger appears from 
out of nowhere and attacks a character we know and love, it is likely 
that we will make the fundamental attribution error. We will assume 
that he is a bad man. However, the villains we root for are generally 
not strangers to us; we know a great deal about them—from narration, 
from fl ashbacks, or because they talk to themselves and we get to 
listen. This is especially true if we have been watching someone in 
a series for years. We know a great deal about how the situation is 
infl uencing him. It allows us to be as kind to him as we generally are 
to ourselves. 
 For example, consider Spike from Buffy the Vampire Slayer
(1997 - 2003). He is a soulless vampire who delights in mocking, 
torturing, and killing people. On the surface, this should not be an 
appealing character. However, many women and men who watch 
the show pick him as their favorite character. While it is true that he 
does very bad things, you learn a lot about why over the course of the 
series. Spike was ridiculed as a young man; he was rejected by his fi rst 
love and his mother; he is now in love with a woman he cannot have. 
Wouldn’t this make any of us want to kill someone? As we learn about 
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a bad guy, we shift from making snap judgments based on internal 
attributions, to assessments that take external factors into account. 
 The result of situational knowledge about a villain impacting 
the way we interpret behavior is not new, nor is it true only for adults.  
Take, for instance, two popular children’s books published in the early 
1960s by Mary Stolz: A Dog on Barkham Street (1960) and The Bully 
of Barkham Street (1963). The fi rst book published, A Dog on Barkham 
Street, tells the story of a sweet young boy named Edward who wants 
a dog more than anything else.  Edward has a generally happy life, 
except for the presence of Martin, the bully next door. Martin is an 
overweight older boy who picks on Edward, calls him names like 
“Weird One,” knocks his bike over, pushes him to the ground, and 
makes him say, “uncle.”  As you read this book, you identify fully with 
Edward, and feel disgust toward Martin. Three years later, The Bully 
of Barkham Street was published. It tells the same story from the point 
of view of Martin, the bully.  Now you learn that Martin’s parents are 
overworked, pay little attention to him, and seem to prefer his sister. 
Martin struggles with school work and is embarrassed by his weight.
The sweet Edward from book one is shown as a boy who teases Martin 
with taunts of “Fatso” and “Plump Pudding.” Martin knows that he 
acts like a bully at times when he is angry and frustrated, but he tries 
to change. Unfortunately, he is surrounded by adults and children who 
always assume the worst of him. By the end of book two, your attitude 
toward the villain has shifted from one of disgust to one of empathy. 
It is easy to put yourself in Martin’s shoes and see what has caused his 
negative behaviors. In other words, you stop making the fundamental 
attribution error, and fi nd yourself rooting for the bad guy.
 The idea that our perception of others changes as we learn about 
their circumstances is closely related to the concept of identifi cation. 
When you empathize with someone and put yourself into his or her 
position by sharing his or her perspective, you are identifying with that 
person. According to Jonathan Cohen, “while strongly identifying, the 
audience member ceases to be aware of his or her social role as an 
audience member and temporarily (but usually repeatedly) adopts the 
perspective of the character with whom he or she identifi es” (251). 
Early theorists pointed out that the process of identifi cation is not 
always a deliberate, willful act. Bruno Bettelheim noted that prisoners 
may identify with their captors by coming to accept their views of 
the world as a means of survival (Cohen 248). This practice would 
suggest we do not need to like people or believe they are good in order 
to identify with them. Therefore, we could identify with a villain even 
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if we did not think the person was good, and, subsequently feel more 
empathy as we internalized his or her world-view and began to consider 
events from that perspective. However, given that we do not need to 
identify with media bad guys in order to survive, what starts viewers 
down this road? Cohen (250-252) suggested that features of texts and 
fi lms are designed to elicit identifi cation. The use of camera angles in 
fi lms sets up the viewpoint of the audience member and fi rst-person 
narration helps to put the reader into the mind of the author’s chosen 
character. Television directors often manipulate audience members’ 
point of view by using different fi lming techniques. According to 
Fiske (6), close-up shots are used to “swing our sympathy away 
from” the characters whom we are not intended to identify with.  In 
either format, the creator can opt to direct you toward identifying with 
a character who is a bad guy.  It would seem to follow, then, that 
the more an audience member identifi es with a character, the more 
forgiving they would be of the character’s actions and the more likely 
they would be to attribute those actions to external circumstances.
Time Delay
 An additional aspect of the fundamental attribution error 
that needs to be considered is the time delay between the event and 
the attribution. Research has shown that while people make the 
fundamental attribution error immediately after an event occurs, it 
declines when people are questioned about the event days or months 
after it occurred (Burger 184; Truchot, Maure and Patte 206).
 While research directly testing time delay and attributions 
made about movie and television villains does not exist, this 
relationship may explain some of the appeal of fi ctional “bad guys.” 
Even if we are initially disapproving of them for what we see, this 
may fade with time as we have the opportunity to refl ect on the 
situational factors that might have driven the negative behavior. This 
time to refl ect is likely an important piece of the puzzle because it has 
been noted that making attributions is a three-stage process. First, an 
observer identifi es someone else’s behavior and, second, the observer 
makes a personal attribution. These two things happen automatically. 
It is only in the third stage, with thought and attention, that observers 
are able to consider the role of the situation and make adjustments to 
their initial attribution (Tal-Or and Papirman 333). Perhaps this means 
that those of us who are drawn to the bad guy can say it means we are 
thinking more deeply about the causes of his or her behavior.
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Mere Exposure Effect
All right, George, I’ll be honest, the fi rst time we went out, I 

found you very irritating, but after seeing you for a couple of times, 
you sorta got stuck in my head, Costanza!

--Heather (Kimberly Kalil) on Seinfeld (1990 – 1998), 
 “The Chicken Roaster”

While the suppression of the Fundamental Attribution Error 
can help to explain the appeal of the bad guy, there are many other 
psychological phenomena that also shed light on the topic. According 
to the mere exposure effect, the more often you are exposed to a 
stimulus, the more you like it (Zajonc 2). This is true for everything 
from what letters we prefer to our perceptions of other people. On the 
one end of the spectrum, there is a strong, positive correlation between 
how often a letter appears in the English language, and how much 
English speaking people report that they like that letter (Alluisi and 
Adams 123). It seems we prefer those letters that we see more often. 
This effect also extends to our perceptions of other people. Young and 
French (153) found a strong positive correlation between the mean 
number of news conferences a president held per month and that 
president’s ranking according to the Murray-Blessing Poll. Between 
1933 and 1989, presidents who gave the most conferences tended to 
obtain the best rankings.  Young and French attributed this, in part, to 
the fact that as people became more familiar with the president, they 
liked him more.

Especially relevant to the question at hand, Bukoff and Elman 
(134) reported that photos that were rated as likeable, neutral, or 
unlikable, and linked with either positive or negative trait descriptors 
all received more positive evaluations after participants had been 
exposed to them repeatedly. Therefore, the original stimulus did not 
need to be positive for repeated exposure to make the image more 
appealing. Repeated exposure increased the ratings of all stimuli – 
even those that were rated as unlikable originally. We would then 
predict that a villain who becomes familiar to us through repeated 
exposure would be seen as more favorable.  Again, consider Spike from 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer.  Spike was fi rst considered a “disposable” 
bad guy, but as his screen time increased, fans liked him more and 
more.  Subsequently, his character was only badly injured at the end 
of the second season rather than killed.  This allowed Spike to be 
reintroduced in later seasons, in some sense becoming an anti-hero.  
In fact, Joss Whedon, the creator of Buffy, felt that Spike was the most 
fully developed character in his fi ctional universe (Captain). (Editor’s 
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note: Spike has also been the subject of an entire special issue of The
European Journal of Cultural Studies, titled The Vampire Spike in Text 
and Fandom.)

What Is Beautiful Is Good
It is amazing how complete is the delusion that beauty is 

goodness.
--Leo Tolstoy (130)

The repeated use of physically attractive people to play the role 
of the villain taps into another basic human tendency—the association 
of what is beautiful with what is good. In numerous studies, beautiful 
persons have been given higher ratings on measures of social 
desirability, intelligence, success, happiness, persuasiveness, and 
potency, than their less attractive counterparts (Dion, Berscheid, and 
Walster 285; Gross and Crofton 85; Kassin, Fein and Markus 346). 
In a study by Hoffner and Cantor (66), physical attractiveness, along 
with strength and humor, was one of the best predictors of which 
characters were liked.

In traditional media, the protagonist is portrayed as more 
physically attractive than the antagonist, leading audiences to prefer 
him (Sanders 147). In current media, the protagonist of the story is 
also often the bad guy, such as in the popular Godfather trilogy and 
the Ocean’s movies. Thus, when attractive villains are cast, we assume 
they possess more positive qualities than the less attractive good guys 
in the show, so, unsurprisingly, we prefer them.  

Meta-analyses that review experiments on the what-
is–beautiful-is-good phenomena have revealed a more nuanced 
understanding of the effect. First, it has been noted that the effect 
is stronger in response to color stimuli than it is to black and white 
stimuli. It is assumed that this is due to the color images containing 
more vivid information that is more likely to capture an observer’s 
attention (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani and Longo 117). If this reasoning 
is correct, then moving, colored images of physically attractive bad 
guys on television and in movies should be especially captivating, and 
therefore associated with large effects. It has also been pointed out 
that certain positive traits are more strongly associated with physical 
attractiveness than are others. According to a meta-analysis by Eagly et 
al. (119), physical attractiveness was most strongly related to ratings of 
social competence, adjustment, potency, and intellectual competence.  
On the other hand, it was not related to integrity or concern for others. 
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This works out well for the bad guys we root for. Their good looks 
lead viewers to think of them as smart, socially skilled, and powerful 
while not necessarily expecting them to be nice.

Schemas
I thought you would be bigger. 
--Frank Tilghman (Kevin Tighe) in Road House (1989)
When we have ample experience with certain types of 

people, events, or situations, we start to organize this information into 
effi cient clusters of related facts called schemas.  Once a schema is 
formed, it can have a substantial impact on subsequent expectations 
and perceptions.  Thus, in the movie Road House, Dalton (played by 
Patrick Swayze) is hired to be the head bouncer at the Double Deuce, 
a honky tonk bar.  Because his reputation as an incredible bouncer 
precedes him, many people are surprised at his less-than-large stature.  
This surprise is a result of these characters having schemas of what a 
good bouncer should be like: big, muscle-bound, threatening, etc. 

Many psychological studies have shown that schemas can 
easily have an impact on how we perceive or remember subsequent 
events.  For example, in a landmark study, Loftus and Palmer (585) 
showed participants a video of an automobile accident.  Later the 
participants were asked to estimate how fast the cars were traveling 
prior to the accident.  Specifi cally, some of the participants were asked 
how fast the cars were going when they smashed into each other 
while the other group was asked how fast they were traveling when 
they contacted each other.  Changing a single word resulted in large 
differences in speed estimates.  Further, a week after watching the 
video and providing speed estimates, the group who was exposed to 
“smashed” was much more likely to falsely remember seeing broken 
glass after the accident.  The different speed estimations and the 
differences in falsely remembering broken glass were consistent with 
schemas associated with the words smashed and contacted.

Schemas may have some infl uence on why we root for bad 
guys.  In most movies, the protagonist is the good guy and usually 
good prevails in the end.  When we have repeated exposure to this type 
of storyline, we will start to form a schema of this. The schema can 
then infl uence future movie experiences due to certain expectations 
deduced from the schema.  Thus, if the good guys are usually the 
protagonists, then we should root for the protagonist.  However, in 
some movies, the protagonist is not necessarily the good guy.  For 
example, in the Godfather trilogy , Michael Corleone (played by Al 
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Pacino) becomes the head of a mob family, and among other things, 
has several people killed.  Thus, since he is the protagonist and we 
have learned and expect to root for the protagonist, the net result is 
that we fi nd ourselves rooting for the bad guy.  

Similarly, if we have a schema that beautiful is good (see 
above), then we will have a tendency to root for good-looking bad 
guys.  This schema is plausible since we are inundated as youngsters 
with movies such as The Wizard of Oz (1939) and nearly any Disney 
movie in which good characters are beautiful while the bad guys are 
ugly. 

Aggressive Tendencies
I’m going to get medieval on your ass.
--Marsellus Wallace (Ving Rhames) in Pulp Fiction (1994)
Many of the bad guys we love to root for have aggressive 

tendencies.  These acts of aggression are displayed in war (e.g., 
Inglorious Basterds [2009]), police situations (e.g., Dirty Harry
[1971]), or other situations (e.g., Dexter [2006 - ], The Godfather,
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, etc.).  There are several psychological 
theories that may shed light on our attraction to aggressive characters.  
We will briefl y highlight three theories: Freud’s Psychoanalytic 
Theory of Innate Aggressiveness, Lorenz’s Evolutionary Theory of 
Aggressiveness, and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory.

Fundamental to Freud’s Psychoanalytic Theory (308) is that we 
have innate sexual and aggressive drives, motivated by our id.  Freud’s 
id represents the primitive parts of our personality, largely following 
the pleasure principle.  The id wants what it wants immediately and 
is not concerned with consequences. Often, an appropriate outlet to 
satisfy sexual and aggressive drives is not available.  We propose, at 
least according to Freud’s approach, that vicariously experiencing 
aggression and violence in movies, television, and books may serve as 
an outlet for our aggressive tendencies (i.e., catharsis).  In fact, since 
many violent movies also have sex scenes, you may be meeting both 
aggressive and sexual needs. 

Consistent with Freud, Lorenz (20) believed that humans have 
an innate tendency for aggression.  However, Lorenz believed that this 
tendency is a by-product of evolution.  It has been shown in several 
animal species that aggressiveness can be increased or decreased with 
selective breeding, thus suggesting that there is a genetic underpinning 
to aggression. Subsequent evolutionary biologists (McCann 295) have 
shown that there is sexual dimorphism with respect to the level of 
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aggressiveness in species in which one sex (usually males) receives 
disproportional benefi ts from being aggressive (e.g., sea lions).  Lorenz 
(228) pointed out that aggressiveness is often benefi cial for humans.  
For example, an aggressive male who could adequately defend his 
resources or who could take other’s resources, would increase his life 
span and most likely his access to mates, propagating his genes into 
subsequent generations.  These ideas of sexual dimorphism of innate 
aggressiveness, combined with Kiewitz and Weaver’s (821) fi ndings 
that people who are more aggressive prefer movies with more violence, 
are consistent with the different levels of aggressive displays in “guy 
fl icks” (heavy on action and violence) and “chick fl icks” (heavy on 
drama and romance).

Although Freud and Lorenz believed that our aggressive 
tendencies are innate, there is an avalanche of evidence that shows 
that aggressiveness can also be learned.  These fi ndings are captured 
in Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (120).  Bandura demonstrated 
in many well-controlled studies that our aggressive tendencies can be 
modulated through direct experience (i.e., operant conditioning) or 
simply through imitation.  Thus we may have a self-perpetuating cycle 
of escalating aggression.  If watching violence in movies increases our 
own aggressive levels via imitation, and as our aggressive tendencies 
increase, we are more likely to watch movies with heavy violence, then 
both factors increase each other.  Thus, as our enjoyment of violence 
increases, we are more likely to identify with and like the aggressive 
bad guy. Regardless of the actual reason that we have aggressive 
tendencies, the attraction of violent movies is strong, especially for 
males.  It is no accident that most of the highest-grossing movies of all 
time are action movies, packed with violence. 
Revenge

Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. 
Prepare to die. 
  --Inigo Montoya (Mandy Patinkin) in The Princess Bride
 (1987)

Many of the bad guys we love are motivated in one way or 
another by revenge.  For example, when Dirty Harry (Sudden Impact
[1983]) told an armed robber “Go ahead, make my day,” it was clear 
that Harry was looking forward to extracting pleasure by punishing 
(i.e., killing) the criminal.  Revenge can be divided into personal 
revenge (i.e., punishing someone who has directly harmed yourself, 
family, or friends) or altruistic revenge (punishing someone who 
harms someone you do not know).  Examples of personal revenge are 
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seen in The Italian Job (2003), The Godfather, A Time to Kill, and The
Princess Bride.  Examples of altruistic revenge are seen in Dexter,
Death Wish (1974), and Sudden Impact.

Recent psychological research has shown that revenge can 
be an incredibly strong motivator as evidenced by brain scans.  For 
example, a Positron Emission Tomography (PET) scan shows which 
parts of your brain are used during different activities. De Quervain, et 
al. (1256) showed that when a participant was able to punish another 
who previously wronged him/her, parts of the participant’s striatum 
were activated.  These parts were also activated when a participant 
received a reward.  This was true even if the punishment resulted in a 
personal cost (i.e., money) to the participant.  Thus we all understood 
why Evelyn Crouch (played by Kathy Bates in Fried Green Tomatoes
[1991]) sought revenge on a younger driver who stole her parking 
spot.  When Evelyn confronts the parking thieves, they simply reply 
“Face it lady, we are younger and faster!”  Evelyn responds by rear-
ending their car six times and says, “Face it girls, I’m older and I have 
more insurance.”

Revenge seems to be a stronger motivator for men than for 
women.  For example, Singer et al. (466) used a more advanced type 
of brain scan than PET called fMRI.  When male and female subjects 
watched others being shocked, the fronto-singular and anterior 
cingulated cortices were activated.  These parts of the brain are 
associated with empathy.  The amount of activation of these parts of 
the brain was lessened if the person receiving the shock had previously 
wronged the subjects, with activation in males being signifi cantly less 
than that of females.  This suggests that males empathize much less 
than females when the person receiving the punishment has wronged 
the participants.  In addition, parts of the males’ striata (i.e., reward 
centers) were activated more than the females’ when the person 
receiving punishment had wronged them.  Taken together, these 
studies illustrate why we like bad guys who are seeking revenge.  In 
part, we may identify with and understand their motivation. 

Bad Boy/ Nice Guy
We all fall for the prick. Pricks are spontaneous, they’re 
unpredictable and they’re fun. And then we’re surprised when 
they turn out to be pricks. 
--Alex Goran (Vera Farmiga) in Up in the Air (2009)

Another area of research in psychology that pertains to our topic is 

Pages129-148.indd 139 6/1/2012 12:25:20 PM



140 Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012

The Psychology of Rooting for the Bad Guy

driven by the following questions: Why don’t women fi nd the nice 
guy appealing?  More colloquially, why do nice guys fi nish last?  
Psychological research has shown that this view is only partially and 
conditionally true for the average woman.  For example, studies have 
shown that women seeking long term relationships valued niceness 
as the most salient characteristic, but niceness was devalued and 
other characteristics, such as physical attractiveness, became more 
important if the women were seeking more casual, sexual relationships 
(Urbaniak and Kilmann 413).  Further, Herold and Milhausen (333) 
found that women who considered sex important to them were much 
more likely to choose the physically attractive male for two reasons.  
First, they were more attracted to them and second, they assumed that 
the nice guys had less sexual experience.

However, this type of self-report psychological research does 
have some validity concerns.  Sprecher (591) found that although 
many women report that physical attractiveness is not that important 
to them in mate selection, when measured behaviorally, physical 
attractiveness was one of the most important features women focused 
on.  In other words, even though the majority of women said that 
niceness was most important to them, when it came down to actually 
making a choice, physical attractiveness was most important. 
 The bad guys we root for in movies and on TV are almost 
universally attractive.  Further, most (sane) people probably do not 
consider fi ctional characters when making long-term relationship 
plans.  Thus it is easy to see how the driving force behind a fantasy 
“fl ing” with a bad guy is his attractiveness and swagger, rather than his 
niceness.

Psychological Reactance
There is a charm about the forbidden that makes it unspeakably 

desirable.
--Mark Twain (284)
Psychological reactance is an emotional response to restricting 

rules and regulations. In general, psychological reactance results in 
increased desirability once that object/person becomes unobtainable. 
For example, when a child is told that he/she may not have a certain 
toy, the child will then rate that toy as being more desirable (Wilson and 
Lassiter 811). Another example of psychological reactance is observed 
if parents tell their daughter not to date a certain boy, a prohibition 
which results in the daughter fi nding that boy more attractive. 

Psychological reactance can be easily applied to rooting for the 
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bad guy.  If, by societal standards, we are not supposed to root for the 
bad guy, then your freedom to choose whom to root for is constrained 
by others.  Thus, by the defi nition of psychological reactance, one 
would fi nd the bad guy more desirable.

Consider: The Godfather and Han Solo
 In this section, we illustrate how the eight psychological 
concepts described above can be applied to two very different types of 
characters we root for: Michael Corleone from The Godfather and Han 
Solo from Star Wars (1977).  The two characters follow very different 
paths.  Michael Corleone starts out as a wholesome character in a sea 
of corruption and gets pulled into the mafi a world.  Conversely, Han 
Solo starts off as a smuggler only looking out for himself and evolves 
into a man willing to fi ght for the greater good.  
 In early scenes of The Godfather, we learn that Michael 
Corleone is not involved with his family’s illicit business and, instead, 
attended Dartmouth University, followed by joining the Marines 
to fi ght in World War II (in which he rose to a rank of Captain and 
became a war hero).  Since Michael is a protagonist, our schemas of 
protagonists as good guys start to infl uence our attitude towards him, 
especially when that attitude is reinforced with positive schemas of 
war heroes. 
 Michael’s shift to intentional criminal violence is motivated 
by an understandable desire for revenge.  It is not until after Michael’s 
father is nearly murdered that Michael takes a turn for the bad.  
Michael fi rst refuses to leave his father’s offi ce while his older brother, 
Sonny, is planning retaliation.  Instead, Michael states that he wants 
to help.  The pivotal scene in Michael’s de-evolution occurs when 
he goes to visit his father in the hospital.  The setting is ominous.  
As Michael gets out of the cab, he knows something is wrong.  The 
street is deserted.  He walks in to fi nd an empty lobby.  There is a 
half-eaten sandwich in an offi ce, a wet fl oor from a recent mopping, 
and cigarettes burning in ash trays, but nobody is around.  Most 
importantly, there is nobody guarding his father.  As Michael leans 
over his father’s body, Michael delivers the pivotal line in the movie: 
“There are men who are coming to try to kill you.  But I’m with you.  
I’m with you now.”  Repeating the line “I’m with you” drives home 
the double meaning of the phrase: he is there to physically protect 
his father, but more importantly, he is now part of the mafi a family.  
Shortly thereafter, Michael gets his jaw broken by a dirty policeman, 
Captain McCluskey, as he successfully protects his father.  Michael’s 
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transition is solidifi ed after he commits double murder by shooting 
Captain McCluskey and Sollozzo, a narcotics man who orchestrated 
the attempted assassination of Michael’s father.   
 Clearly, revenge and aggression are important psychological 
factors in Michael’s descent.  Although most of Michael’s orchestrated 
murders are in retaliation to the attempted murders of himself or his 
family, some murders are for business reasons and/or petty revenge. 
For example, Michael orders the murder of Moe Greene, who was the 
Corleone casino partner in Las Vegas.  Michael feels that Moe has 
disrespected the family by not meeting Michael at the airport and also 
by publicly slapping Michael’s brother Fredo.  In addition to this, Moe 
has refused to sell his share of the casino to the Corleone family.  
 Taking it all together, it is easy to see how viewers could start 
to attribute Michael’s criminal behavior to situational factors, thereby 
avoiding the Fundamental Attribution Error.  We see Michael as a 
good man who loves his family deeply, but does not want to be a part 
of the family business.  However, due to the attempted murder of his 
father and subsequent murder of his brother Sonny, he is pulled in and 
becomes the head of the family.  That is, he is a victim of circumstance.    
 In contrast to Michael Corleone, Han Solo is introduced as a 
cocky, greedy smuggler.  Even while he brags about the speed of his 
ship and appears to be willing to smuggle anything for the right price, 
his confi dent swagger is appealing.  Quickly, we learn why he is so 
greedy: there is a bounty on his head because he is indebted to Jabba 
the Hutt.  Thus, we start to see that, like Michael Corleone, at least part 
of Han’s bad behavior is a result of his situation, which makes us less 
likely to make the Fundamental Attribution Error.  
 In addition, Han Solo has many of the prototypical “bad 
boy” attributes.  First, a young Harrison Ford who played Han Solo 
is an attractive man.  Thus, the concept of “what is beautiful is good” 
applies to him.  Second, his bounded cockiness is also appealing.  
Han Solo seems to enjoy risk taking, as long as he believes there is a 
chance to survive.  For example, Han exclaims “Here is where the fun 
begins!” after they are under attack from Imperial cruisers.  However, 
his cockiness is limited as he at fi rst refuses to join the Resistance’s 
fi ght against the DeathStar.  Han states, “What good’s a reward if you 
ain’t around to use it?  Besides, attacking that battle station ain’t my 
idea of courage.  It’s more like suicide.” Third, throughout most of 
the fi lm, Han has a “looking out for himself” attitude.  Yes, he risks 
his life multiple times to free Princess Leia, but these behaviors are 
largely motivated by reward money.  Fourth, Han has a sarcastic and 
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sometimes sexist wit.  This bad-boy attribute is highlighted in his 
many testy interchanges with Princess Leia.  For example, after Han, 
Luke Skywalker, Leia, and Chewbacca escape the garbage compactor, 
Han states “If we can just avoid any more female advice, we ought to 
be able to get out of here.”
 Due to many of these characteristics, we should not like Han 
Solo. However, we do.  The American Film Institute ranked Han Solo 
as the 14th greatest fi lm hero (“AFI’s 100 Years”).  We may like him 
simply because we aren’t supposed to—psychological reactance.  
Another possible explanation is the Mere Exposure Effect.  Han has 
considerable on-screen time and we seem to like him more and more 
throughout the fi lm.      
 By the end of Star Wars, Han Solo is transformed from a 
morally ambiguous rogue to an authentic hero.  Three of Han’s “bad” 
characteristics are turned on their head by the end of the movie.  First, 
Han’s “looking out for himself” attitude is reversed after he returns to 
help the Resistance destroy the Death Star, even against overwhelming 
odds.  Second, his focus on money is largely due to the mortal danger 
he is in because he owes money to Jabba the Hutt.  Finally, even 
though he is a smuggler, his smuggling is against the evil Empire, 
which in turn makes it easy to excuse.

Media Villains Versus Real Villains 
The girls call me ugly and they bother me the most.
--David Berkowitz, a.k.a. Son of Sam (Mariotte 9)
Before closing, we also want to stress that the villains we see 

in popular culture are often not refl ective of real-life villains.  Media 
villains tend to be good looking, intelligent, witty, and sexy. If you ever 
watch real-life villains on the news or on court television, you will be 
struck by the fact that they tend not to be at all attractive or charming. 
In fact, when a real-life villain is appealing, it is almost always given 
a great deal of media attention because it is an anomaly. It has also 
been pointed out that the villain in many romance novels and movies 
attracts the female with their swagger and dangerous persona, only 
to morph into devoted loving husbands and fathers by the end of the 
story.  Therefore, the woman gets both the excitement of the bad boy 
and the security of a good man (Pelusi 58). In other words, many of 
the popular culture villains are more like misunderstood good guys 
than truly bad guys.
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Conclusion
Upon refl ection, rooting for the bad guy is not as diffi cult 

to understand as it appeared at fi rst glance. There are a plethora of 
reasons among psychological theories to explain why normal people 
occasionally fi nd themselves rooting for the villain instead of the hero. 
While some of the explanations may make us a bit uncomfortable 
(identifying with certain aspects of the villain or knowing we enjoy 
watching them commit acts we might fantasize about), others actually 
point to our goodness (a willingness to consider situational factors 
when judging others) or at least to our adaptability (getting to like 
things we see frequently). Finally, other explanations for rooting for 
the bad guy may give us cause to more carefully examine the decisions 
we make. How much are we swayed by physical appearance when 
determining character? How much do we insist on asserting our free 
choice if we feel someone has thwarted it? One thing is for certain: as 
long as we continue to be drawn to the bad guys, those who create the 
entertainment of our popular culture will continue to provide us with 
sexy, complex, gorgeous men to cheer for—even if they walk on the 
wrong side of the law.
Richard Keen, Monica L. McCoy, Converse College
Elizabeth Powell, Auburn University
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Book Review Essay

Badley, Linda. Lars von Trier. University of Illinois Press, 2010. 214 
pages; bibliography; index.

Lars von Trier is rather good at self-promotion. He is also more 
than comfortable with a critical approach that places the director as 
the lynchpin to a fi lm’s creative success. As Linda Badley describes 
in this useful, vivid, and well-researched book, in a discussion about 
Antichrist (2009):

As always, yet as never before, the critics played into 
Trier’s hands and created his platform. The frenzy 
mounted to hysteria when, opening the next morning’s 
press conference, the Daily Mail’s Baz Bamigboye, 
demanded the director justify his work and Trier re-
plied, after a beat, “I don’t have to excuse myself. You 
are all my guests, not the other way around,” adding “I 
don’t make fi lms for audiences. I make them for my-
self” before proclaiming himself “the greatest director 
in the world” (142). 

In theory, then, von Trier should be pleased with a book that bears 
his name as its full title, that concentrates on his signature themes 
and concerns, and that happily splices biographical details into read-
ings of his works. Whether or not the director’s input and validation 
are meaningful criteria by which to discuss or judge the/a book leads 
us directly into the debates surrounding authorship. As part of James 
Naremore’s series “Contemporary Film Directors” (apparently mak-
ing an interview with the director a necessary component), Badley’s 
book asserts an auteurist stance with little hesitation, feeling no need 
to justify the position within the introduction or as a by-line to the 
analytical content. I have no problem with this confi dent application 
of an established and prevalent methodology; (I declare an interest: 
I am one of the series editors of “The Television Series” for Man-
chester University Press, a set of books devoted to analysis of leading 
writers, show-runners, producers, or directors of British and American 
TV). But, some people might. At the time of writing, the most recently 
published intervention into this academic minefi eld that I could fi nd 
features in the June 2011 issue of the British journal Sight and Sound.

Studies in Popular Culture 34.2 Spring 2012
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In the “Mr. Busy” column, Nick Roddick concludes his short polemic 
– “this is not the fi rst time this issue has been raised ... and it will 
doubtless not be the last” – with a no-holds barred attack:

In the end, it is the laziness of the academic – unwilling 
to disentangle the various threads that go into the pro-
duction of a fi lm, uneasy with a critical vocabulary not 
based around the concept of an individual creator and 
happy to adopt the vocabulary of another age – that has 
led to the politique des auteurs being adopted as a de-
fault setting. It is orthodoxy as rigid as any set by Rome; 
indeed, a more perfect example of thinking inside the 
box would be hard to fi nd. (13) 

In advancing a “critical vocabulary ... based around the concept of an 
individual creator,” Badley perhaps matches von Trier’s staunch un-
questioning confi dence in the power of the director. If this is the case, 
then what is at stake, and of value, in such an entrenched analytical 
position?

Getting into the detail of Lars von Trier, critical fi xity be-
comes unstuck. The book’s organizational structure is clear enough: 
moving chronologically through von Trier’s output in fi lm and tele-
vision, ending with an interview with the director. (There is no con-
clusion or afterword.) Yet within the simple solid framework of an 
auteur-focused timeline, the sections shuttle between differing theo-
retical approaches, without focusing on one or making one the analyti-
cal “hook” on which the strands of inquiry might hang together. Take, 
for example, the section centering on the television mini-series Riget
(The Kingdom, 1993). It is pleasing to read detailed scholarship on this 
often-overlooked entry in von Trier’s oeuvre; equally, Badley’s analy-
sis of the director’s student-fi lms provides an informative look at early 
work, particularly when drawing thematic connections to later fi lms. 
(I would, however, take to task the assertion that The Kingdom is “now 
regarded as cinema” [48]. Does this suggest the series’ elevation of 
status from television to fi lm as a marker of superior quality [being 
“better than TV”]?)1 The analysis is informative but skips between fo-
cal points, from passage to passage: 

As a microcosm, The Kingdom suggests that postenlight-
enment medical authority under the modern welfare state 
has lost touch with its mission: working for the common 
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good. (50)

Reinventing Element’s degraded sepia, the series was 
shot on 16mm, transferred to video to create grain and 
again to 35mm. (51)

Exploiting the televisual medium to explore the range 
of the liminal and the carnivalesque, Trier jumps wildly 
from character to character. (51)

The polyphony increases tenfold in The Kingdom II
(1997). (52) 

Again, it could be that, faced with a subject-hopping series and an as-
serted “polyphony,” Badley fi nds ways, in the methodological mix, to 
evoke the work’s multi-valent approach. However, such a stance leads 
to potentially interesting areas of research leaving off before their im-
pact is felt. If one looks for a leading “voice” to follow in the polyph-
ony, then neo-formalism comes gradually to the fore, in the listings of 
formal strategies presented without critical interpretation: “In episode 
1’s opening sequence, a blurred CCTV image of an ambulance ap-
pears and vanishes. Throughout, ghostly computed tomography scans, 
magnetic resonance images, and X-Rays appear, foregrounding the 
clinical technological gaze” (51). 

A similar withdrawal from interpretative or evaluative com-
mentary occurs in the last section of the book before the interview, 
on Antichrist. The book is bold and refreshing in putting the negative 
critical responses to the fi lm front and center; this is not a love-letter to 
a director, often remaining objective, standing at a scholarly distance 
from its subject. Yet, at the same time, the decision to withhold an 
individual reading of Antichrist (pro or con, or as an artistic con) leads 
to a recourse to the director’s own take on his work: “Trier resists 
suggestions that the fi lm’s horrifi c content was therapeutic or even 
special, claiming the point was to have a genre whose ‘rules’ allowed 
him to tell his story in a different way” (145). 

 In a way, it is fi tting that a fi nal section placing von Trier’s as-
sertions center-stage guides us into Badley’s interview with the direc-
tor himself. The transcript is in need of more rigorous sub-editing; it 
is, however, a successful end to the book. The descriptions preceding 
the dialogue have a charming Gonzo-lite quality, channelling Wolfe 
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and Thompson by placing the interviewer in plain view, and allowing 
a sense of Badley’s experience, readying herself to talk to a notorious-
ly taciturn fi gure: “On the 19th, thirty minutes early for the interview, 
I stumble into the middle of Filmbyen lunch...” (156). The interview 
concludes with one of Lars von Trier’s wilfully measured “mysteri-
ous” pronouncements of the self: keeping his “favourite place” in one 
of his fi lms a secret (178). This book keeps the von Trier enigma-
machine ticking over nicely.

Steven Peacock

University of Hertfordshire

Note

1 For an alternative understanding of The Kingdom’s distinctly televisual 
achievements, see Peacock.
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Berlatsky, Eric L., ed. Alan Moore: Conversations. Conversations 
with Comic Artists. Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 2012. 
206 pages; index.

Alan Moore might be best described today as a graphic novel-
ist. His most well-known titles are almost certainly From Hell (1991-
96), The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (1999-present), V for 
Vendetta (1982-85), and Watchmen (1986-87) – all of which are those 
of his works that have been adapted for fi lm. In this collection of in-
terviews compiled and edited by Eric Berlatsky, the hard core comics 
fan will fi nd plenty on these subjects and on his other titles, and the ca-
sual reader will be surprised to fi nd the breadth and depth of Moore’s 
infl uence on all forms of media and on contemporary cultural subject 
matter.

Eric Berlatsky has compiled ten interviews with Moore con-
ducted over a period of twenty-eight years, from 1981 when he was 
on the verge of V for Vendetta’s publication, to 2009. The book has 
its weaknesses, and the introduction has its share of them. However, 
given that Moore is such a provocative artistic fi gure, and in some 
ways an erratic interview subject, the critical reader will fi nd the intro-
duction and chronology of Moore’s life fair-minded and sober coun-
terweights: they are neither judgmental nor fawning. (Neither are any 
of the interviewers, for that matter.)

It is appropriate that the subtitle of the book is “Conversa-
tions” instead of “Interviews,” though four of the ten “conversations” 
in it include the word “interview” in their titles. Moore can be chal-
lenging for an interviewer who comes to him with an agenda because 
of the nature of Moore’s wide-ranging intellect and his anti-determin-
istic beliefs about communication and the creative process. He does 
not get particularly testy with any of his interviewers, and one might 
assume this is because Berlatsky has chosen interviews conducted by 
journalists and artists who had the time and interest in his useful ad-
vice or the knowledge to keep up with him.

Moore has a reputation for being exacting and diffi cult as a 
workmate, and for those familiar with this reputation, it can be surpris-
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ing to fi nd from these conversations how generous he can be with his 
time and with his useful advice, and how gracious and self- effacing 
he can be as a host. “I’ve never really interviewed anyone before…” 
admits Daniel Whiston, to start a 2002 interview, to which Moore re-
plies “I’m a doddle for interviewing ’cos I’m completely infatuated 
with the sound of me own voice” (108). Whiston then begins by ask-
ing him questions about “the mechanics of the craft,” to which Moore 
replies with answers that are stunning in their combination of utility 
and comprehensiveness. He later produces from his offi ce what Whis-
ton calls “his Grimoire” – Moore’s “Horrible, tatty book,” that looks 
to the interviewers “like a family heirloom,” but to Moore it contains 
“lots of crappy little drawings that are indecipherable to anybody else 
but me, but which are basically all I need for anything re: writing com-
ics” (129).

And that is typical of each of these interviews. Moore is 
thought of as being reclusive and absorbed in his own work, but he 
proves himself a shrewd interview subject who readily apprehends 
the needs of his listener and delivers on them. A reader will fi nd in 
this book Moore talking about many different things that are useful 
not only to the comics fan, but also to anyone interested in narrative 
craft of any kind, epistemology, media studies, and politics. Advice 
to writers on the ideal role in their lives of a good idea – “It’s more 
intelligent than you are. It knows more about you than you do. … 
Treat it like a god….And always try to do your best for the deity that 
you swore yourself to, and it might reward you” (128). The interested 
reader will also fi nd out plenty more on his thoughts about American 
politics (he’s British), wizardry, pornography, and perhaps most im-
portantly to many readers, his thoughts on the development of many 
of his most memorable characters.

Cost to benefi t, the best value this book delivers is for giving 
a sense of Moore’s most fascinating and well-developed character of 
all – himself. This is not a criticism of Moore.  By the publisher’s 
and Berlatsky’s own admission, hundreds of interviews with Moore 
have been conducted and published over the years, but the methods by 
which Berlatsky chose these particular ten are disappointing. Moore 
was never consulted directly, and not much effort seems to have gone 
into securing copyright privileges on the part of the UP of Mississippi. 
However, Berlatsky helpfully and cheerfully advises the reader on 
how to fi nd more material. What the book does deliver on, however, 
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is providing its readers with a professional autobiography of sorts – 
isolated moments over three decades in the man’s life where we get a 
small sense of who he is.

Wesley Venus

Gordon College 

Brown, Jeffrey A. Dangerous Curves: Action Heroines, Gender, 
Fetishism, and Popular Culture. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 
2011. 269 pages; index

Brown offers a detailed analysis of the action heroine, how 
she is viewed, portrayed and used as a commodity with as much detail 
and insight as Carol Clover has brought to the “Final Girl” and the 
role of women in horror fi lms. In fact, it is a comparison Brown often 
makes himself through the book. The book explores “The contradic-
tory nature of action heroines” (7); they are held up as something to 
be admired and feared, but they are also created, contained and con-
trolled. The book moves through how these action heroines were fi rst 
seen as symbolically male, moved into power of their own, but are 
hampered by the fetishization of their characters. 

Using both Linda Hamilton’s role in Terminator 2 (1991) and
Sigourney Weaver’s role of Ripley in Aliens (1986) as his main focus, 
“Gender and the Action Heroine” examines the idea that the women of 
action movies were originally meant to be read as symbolically male, 
through both the roles they perform and the ways they are presented. 
Brown explores how these characters move from victim to avenger, 
not only within their own movies, but between the original and the 
sequel, and explores the ways these characters have to become male, 
through their dress, bodies or actions, in order to be seen as credible. 
Brown argues that the threat of “action heroines being too manly or 
possibly lesbian eventually led to an increased emphasis on the sexu-
ality of heroines in later fi lms” (31). This results in the fetishization 
of characters in fi lms such as Underworld (2003), the Tomb Raider
(2001) fi lms, Catwoman (2004), Barb Wire (1996) and Elektra (2005).

Rather than insist that action heroines exist in an either/or 
gender category, Brown argues that action heroines can “put on” the 
appropriate costume, using preconceived gender roles and playing to 
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cultural prejudices in order to achieve what they want. If women can 
choose to play any role they wish, then they are choosing how they 
are viewed. The best example Brown gives for this is Sydney Bristow 
from the television show Alias (2001-06). Bristow uses her various 
masquerades not only to gain power and information, but also to reject 
others’ preconceived notions of her identity. Brown argues that the fe-
tishism of action heroines allows them to embody the aggressive male 
attributes associated with male action heroes, while presenting them 
in such a way as to not threaten the male population.

One of the few weaknesses of the book is Chapter Five, “If 
Looks Could Kill,” which focuses specifi cally on stripper movies that 
feature avenging women. It would seem as though this would be the 
perfect chapter to circle back to the ideas introduced in Chapter One, 
that female characters before becoming action heroines were only 
presented in action fi lms as window dressing or to serve as inspira-
tion for the hero. Brown neither does this, nor does he connect this 
chapter to his earlier argument of how characters move from victim 
to avenger, and gives no explanation for this narrowing of topic and 
instead focuses on how these “stripper movies are very similar to the 
rape revenge fi lms” (123). “Kinky Vampires and Action Heroines” is 
another weak chapter where vampirism is used to tie together a myriad 
of topics that never feel fully explored and where both the “Action 
Heroine as Lesbian Icon” and Xena: Warrior Princess (1995-2001)
are given short shrift.

Although it is not a weakness, there appears to be a missed 
opportunity when Brown only briefl y mentions the important idea that 
these characters are written by, directed by, and fi nanced by men. With 
this topic, as well as the concept of male control as represented in cy-
borg characters, digital women and video game characters, it seems as 
though he could have explored these ideas in greater detail.

Brown ends the book, and regains his clear voice, with “Won-
dering About Wonder Woman.” His analysis of how Wonder Woman is 
the prototype for fetishized heroines does a great job of pulling all the 
strands of the book together. He makes one of his clearest arguments 
when he states that “Wonder Woman is so thoroughly conceived with-
in the sexual logic that strong female characters must also be beautiful 
that her strength can easier be overshadowed by the fantasy of her as 
a dominatrix, an erotic spectacle, and as a sexual commodity for men” 
(241). Brown frames the chapter by showing the reader how Wonder 
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Woman is the prototype for the modern action heroine, and perhaps, if 
her reboot can ever get off the ground, the future in dealing with such 
complex issues as revolve around action heroines.

Karra Shimabukuro 

Independent Scholar

Lavery, David, Douglas L. Howard, and Paul Levinson, eds. The Es-
sential Sopranos Reader. Essential Readers in Contemporary 
Media and Culture. Lexington: University Press of Ken-
tucky, 2011. 392 pages; bibliography; index.

Through 30 chapters and multiple appendices, The Essential
Sopranos Reader cuts beyond the show’s controversial cut-to-black 
ending and instead uses the fi nale as the beginning of insightful dis-
cussions about The Sopranos’ legacy as a rich and groundbreaking 
text. Grouped into eight sections and drawing on diverse fi elds of 
research, essays cover topics including The Sopranos (1999—2007) 
as HBO programming par excellence, problematic gender and ethnic 
constructions, and, yes, the ending, all while crediting the show’s in-
sight and cultural signifi cance.

In the fi rst chapter, “The Sopranos as Tipping Point in the Sec-
ond Coming of HBO,” Gary R. Edgerton covers the history of HBO 
and highlights The Sopranos’ high viewership and critical praise. Al-
though his history is brief, Edgerton stays focused on HBO’s push 
to defi ne itself as an alternative to advertising-supported networks 
through quality programming. He then logically builds to the claim 
that The Sopranos’ artistic integrity epitomized that brand of quality at 
HBO (13). David Lavery next turns the focus to series creator David 
Chase and his well-publicized hatred of television, arguing that his 
anti-TV approach to The Sopranos infl uenced future TV content cre-
ators, particularly series writers Matthew Weiner and James Manos, 
Jr., who respectively created AMC’s Mad Men (2007- ) and Show-
time’s Dexter (2006- ) (19). These chapters thus contextualize The
Sopranos in television history and its creator’s attempt to escape that 
history.

As the bulk of the collection demonstrates, the show’s sig-
nifi cance surfaces in its critique of materialistic and corrupt Ameri-
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can society. George De Stefano argues in “A ‘Finook’ in the Crew: 
Vito Spatafore, The Sopranos, and the Queering of the Mafi a Genre” 
that the Mafi a’s view of homosexuality as destroying family values is 
hypocritical in light of how it treats women and emblematic of right-
wing alliances  that demagogue homosexuality. Like such alliances, 
the Mafi a expressly dissuades individuals from living authentic lives 
(122-123). In “The Image of Justice in The Sopranos,” Fabio Licata 
likewise describes the Soprano crime and blood families as symptom-
atic of rampant individualism and social decay and argues that the 
show deconstructs social institutions (246). It then becomes an impor-
tant voice in cultural dialogue that not only demystifi es gangsters, but 
that also critiques law and order (253).

The book’s strength also rests in its timing. Compiled from 
talks given at the Sopranos Wake at Fordham University in 2008, a 
year after the fi nale, the essays comprehensively examine character 
and narrative arcs and problematize genre and narrative expectations. 
David Pattie, for example, begins his chapter on The Sopranos’ anti-
therapy motif by referencing Mike Lippman’s chapter in The Sopranos
and Philosophy: I Kill Therefore I Am (2004), in which Lippman ar-
gued that therapy as self-improvement allows us to pretend to identify 
with Tony Soprano before he inevitably must fall in the name of social 
order. As it turns out, Lippman’s expectation based on genre was in-
correct. Pattie then explains that therapy is not a narrative gimmick in 
the show. Rather, therapy as a belief in self-realization is abandoned in 
Tony’s fi rst session with Dr. Melfi  and continually critiqued through-
out the series (168). Similarly, contributor Glen Creeber deconstructs 
the ending’s lack of violence as a refusal to give Quentin Tarantino’s 
“video store generation” the bloody ending they expect in a gang-
ster narrative and argues that it challenges audiences to contemplate 
the implications of Tony’s survival. For Creeber, the show critiques 
“New Brutalism” (amoral and sadistic titillation) by contextualizing 
violence in characters’ moral and ethical dilemmas (144).

Unfortunately, the book occasionally suffers from repetition. 
At least three authors cite a comment made by David Chase, in which 
he expressed disgust with audiences for wanting a bloody fi nale, to 
make the parallel claim that narrative ambiguity mirrors societal am-
biguity. Some chapters also stand out as unsatisfying textual analy-
ses amidst the book’s critical explorations of American society and 
global capital. For example, Sharon Sutherland and Sarah Swan’s look 
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at Tony Soprano’s negotiations in business and family reveals much 
about Tony, but their most insightful statement comes at the very end 
of the chapter –Tony can run the New Jersey Mafi a, but is emasculated 
by his own family (242), the implications of which are not explored.

Overall, though, the book avoids hagiographic ravings about 
The Sopranos, and the contributors instead display a personal stake 
in unpacking its content, most notably Kim Akass and Janet McCabe 
in “‘Blabbermouth Cunts’; or, Speaking in Tongues: Narrative Crises 
for Women in The Sopranos and Feminist Dilemmas.” They spark 
a fascinating conversation about Carmela Soprano, and, in their re-
telling of how they were reprimanded by Fordham’s administration 
for their controversial title (a line in the show itself) following their 
presentation, they reveal society’s tendency toward censorship rather 
than engagement in dialogue to understand the morality of language 
(103-104). With an overall meaningful collection of diverse research, 
The Essential Sopranos Reader is therefore a valuable tool for schol-
ars studying The Sopranos, television, or mass media with a goal to 
understand media’s cultural signifi cance.

Mark Walters

Southern Illinois University Carbondale

Reeve, W. Paul and Michael Scott Van Wagenen, eds. Between Pulpit 
and Pew: The Supernatural World in Mormon History and 
Folklore. Logan, UT: Utah State University Press, 2011. 243 
pages, bibliography, index.

In this highly-readable collection, editors Reeve and Van Wa-
genen offer an investigation into the importance of folklore and its 
place in group identity and history. The research’s focus, Mormon 
supernatural folklore, makes it uniquely relevant to those interested 
in Latter-Day history. On a larger scale, though, this collection is an 
exercise and expansion on folklorist methodologies, used in this case 
by historical scholars not to prove or disprove the validity of the tales 
they write about, but to understand how those tales fi t within a context 
of Mormon self-defi nition and expansion (5). These folklore tales, ac-
cording to the editors, create a “vast negotiable space between pulpit 
and pew for Latter-Day Saints to order their universe and defi ne their 
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place in it” (11).

In that sense, then, the book explores the tension between folk 
tales that rise from the followers and the co-option and explanation of 
those tales by those in power to create and maintain a sense of unity 
within a larger American culture. Within that tension, stories of Cain 
sightings from the 1830s, according to Matthew Bowman, evolve into 
a “Mormon Bigfoot” and help explain Bigfoot sightings, while those 
Bigfoot stories change the characteristics of and purpose for Cain 
wandering the Earth.

This theme is repeated throughout the book. Editor W. Paul 
Reeve’s examination of stories about Gadianton robbers — an evil 
band of thieves described in the Book of Mormon — helps to ex-
plain stories of demon possession and the hardships Mormons faced 
while trying to settle southern Utah in the 19th century. The underlying 
tone in the stories also gives insights into the role of race in Mormon 
perceptions. Michael Scott Van Wagenen’s chapter on UFO sight-
ings shows how early explanations gave validation to Joseph Smith’s 
teachings as the Latter-day Saints developed. As the group evolved in 
order to mainstream itself into American culture at large, so did these 
UFO explanations, changing the dynamic of Smith’s original doctrine.

Other chapters include an examination into the fl uid beliefs of 
a small group of Mormons who buy, sell, and share stock in the Relief 
Mine Company — a company whose founder, they say, is a prophet 
who was visited by the same angel who gave Joseph Smith the gold 
plates that contain much of Mormon theology. This angel gave the 
prophet, John Koyle, the location of vast underground riches to be 
used in the end times. Another chapter examines a short-lived story 
of a Bear Creek monster, a “Nessie”-like creature that is noteworthy 
because it mirrors other, non-Mormon, folk beliefs of the time.

While these chapters examine some of the unique phenome-
nological beliefs integrated into Mormon daily life, two other chapters 
examine more mainstream beliefs. A study on Joseph Smith’s ability 
(or failure) to raise people from the dead, serves as a look into the 
larger debate within Christendom on the role and form of miracles. 
Another chapter looks at the development of “walking-on-water” leg-
ends that seem to take on a life of their own, regardless of their relative 
basis in fact.  Both of these chapters offer unique insights, but seem 
somewhat out of place within the narrower themes of the book. The 
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examination of miracles, for example, seems more about Christen-
dom at large than Mormonism, while the walking-on-water discussion 
seems more about how legends — from almost any group — can and 
do take on a life of their own.

Overall, though, this collection is useful not only for those 
interested in Mormon research or, on a larger scale, supernatural re-
search, it also serves those interested in studying how folk myths and 
legends are integrated into the daily mindset of a group as it grows and 
exists within a larger culture.

Timothy E. Craig

Warner University
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An invitation to reviewers

 In forthcoming issues, Studies in Popular Culture will contin-
ue to include reviews of books in the fi eld. Any scholar who wishes to 
review a book should contact the Book Review Editor, David Janssen, 
at djanssen@gdn.edu. Those whose work is unfamiliar to the editor 
may wish to send a CV.

 Reviewers may suggest a book to be reviewed or request to 
be assigned one from among those sent to the editor. Reviews should 
be approximately 500-700 words long and should (like article submis-
sions) be emailed as an attachment of a Microsoft Word document 
with the contributor’s surname in the fi le name. In some cases, review 
essays of 1,000-1200 words may be assigned. Queries are welcome.
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