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ABSTRACT

Roger Saul Silverstone

THE TELEVISION MESSAGE AS SOCIAL OBJECT:

A comparative study of the structure and content of television
programmes in Britain (excluding public affairs, children's
television and shorts). The thesis will be both a theoretical
and empirical examination of the applicability of the varieties
of analysis of symbolic orders which have been advanced by such
writers as Lévi-Strauss and Foucault.

The thesis is an exploration, through the study of the narrative
structure of a series of television drama programmes, of the

relationship between television, myths and folktales.

Following upon work done principally by Claude Lévi-Strauss and
Vladimir Propp, but also others writing in the field of semiological
and structural analysis, a detailed examination of the video-recorded

texts of a thirteen part drama series is presented.

It is argued in the context of an examination of, respectively,
television and language, television and the mythic, and of the
nature of narrative, that the television drama preserves the forms
which otherwise might be thought of as particular to oral culture

and communication.

Television, in its preservation of these forms, and in its generally
mythic character, gains its effectiveness thereby and must be under-
stood sociologically in such terms. The effect of such an understanding,
it is argued, will be to challenge any comprehension of the medium
simply as the particular product of a particular historical period

and/or an imposition in culture of one world view on an other.

The television message is both a collective product and a trans-
historical one. It is argued that on both counts it needs to be
understood as a genuine expression of a social need, though in

its expression of that need it does not necessarily simply act to

preserve existing social and cultural conditions.
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FOREWORD

There are a number of disparate points that I must make.

As far as the long title of the thesis is concerned, two things

will quickly become clear: firstly that the empirical analysis

is exclusively concerned with television drama - the comparative

work involves reference to a number of separate episodes of a
television drama series; and secondly, the theoretical framework,
while it owes much to a reading of Michel Foucault, nevertheless is
less specifically dependent on him than other so-called structuralist

writers.

Work done on and through the texts of Intimate Strangers was much

helped by the kind cooperation of London Weekend Television, who
produced and transmitted the programmes. They not only gave me
permission to video-record them, but they provided me with copies

of the scripts. Needless to say I am particularly grateful to them.

Finally I would like to point out that some of my reading of the
French texts discussed throughout this thesis was in translation;
I refer in the footnotes to the sources I have consulted in the

original and to those I have consulted in translation.



CHAPTER 1

Television and Culture

Television is important, 94% of the population of the United Kingdom
overlthe age of five has access to a television set, Each member of
that population watches it an average of 16 hours and 27 minutes per
week.1 This much at least is certain and demonstrable. Less
demonstrable, however, though equally certain, is that television is

qualitatively important,.

I aim in this thesis to explore some aspects of this qualitative
diﬁension, and to do so through analysis of the television message,
and, in particular, its narrative structure, I will be concerned with
television as language and television as myth, I expect to show that
television preserves forms of cultural experience that were previously
thought of as being the peculiar prerogative of 'primitive' societies
and that in so doing it anchors our experience, historical, changing,
uncertain into another which is relatively unchanging and more certain.

The way the television presents its texts is the key to the discussion.

The analysis of the television message and in particular its structural
analysis is a relatively recent development. It is prompted by the
inadequaéy and inconsistency of many of the findings into the effects

of television and correlatively the realisation that the study of effects
cannot be undertaken in vacuo, that is in ignorance of the context, both
social and cultural, of the supposed equation of message and action,

And it is prompted by a recognition that television does not consist

in a collection of isolated events to which individuals will react

independently of what else is appearing on the screen. The significance



and meaning of its messages cannot simply be derived from a study of its

content, 2

Similarly the production of the programmes, the relationship of

the producing organisation to other institutions of society, while
clearly being viable objects of study, do not reach the central questions
surrounding the nature of television.3 These questions are, I suggest,
those that seek cultureds significance in what Clifford Geertz calls

“the autonomous process of symbolic formulation"% in the recognition

that at the heart of any sbcial process of communication lies a symbolic
system of cognitive, affective, and evaluative messages - rich, complex

and resilient,

What is it that television is saying? How does it say it? These seem
important and much neglected questions and they lead straight to an
analysis of the message of television and to the ways in which its
meanings are communicated, Other questions of course can and should

be asked: for example, who is speaking, and to what effect? Both

sets of questions are interdependent. Both are necessary. My choice
is therefore premised on the perception both of a lack and an inadequacy,
The lack consists in the relative' paucity of any mature studies of the
content of television and the inadequacy in the arguments, false as I
hope to show, that television can only be understood in terms of the
specificity of bourgeois culture and ideology, and as such is éither

distorting or transient or both.5

In order to begin there is a need for a notion of culture, and then of
myth and common sense, Each, of course, poses something of a problem
and I can only sketch in this introduction what appear to be their

most significant aspects,



In anthropology the claim for culture's autonomy as an object of study is
itself dependent on the recognition of man's distinctiveness as opposed
to animal. It is a distinctiveness grounded in man's consciousness,
his language and in his attempts to make sense of his world. The core
of man's cultural activity lies in his capacity to generate meaning,

to communicate, to transmit and to order those meanings; it lies in

the creation of a specifically symbolic level of existence, Anthropol-
oglsts have also argued, though with differing degrees of emphasis,

that the culture of primitive societies, both the product and the
condition of the relatively simple social structure with which it is
agsociated, manifests a coherence which is systemic. Further,‘they
suggest, that one measure at least of increasing social complexity is

to be found in the increasing differentiation in cultural and social

structure.6

The intellectual space occupied by culture in the analysis of primitive
societies has been replaced by the concept of ideology in industrial
societies, The boundaries are, of course, blurred. However the
recognition of societies as historically conditioned, dynamic and
changing has involved a rejection of the relatively autonomous, static
and conaensﬁal notion of culture, This hasbbeen replaced by a stress
on just those historical conditions, on social relations, on power

and on the recognition that change and conflict are the new order of
the day.7 Needless to say primitive societies are neither static nor
conflict free; but equally industrial societies are neither constantly
changing nor entirely conflict r:(.dden.8 I would like to suggest that
the notion of culture, so far only crudely drawn, has a place in the
analysis of contemporary societies. I would also like to suggest that
an important key to the understanding of culture can be found in the

analysis of the mythic.



The mythic includes myth, folktale and ritual action and can be defined
operationally;' it mediates ﬁetween a situation of pure nature, of no
knowledge or understanding of the world and one in which, subsequently,
that knowledge bec;mes more specialised, and becomes more scientific

or more philosophical. Mythic space is defined by its competence to

sét and articulate the boundaries of what passes for conventional
knowledge in primitive society and by its capacity to articulate
differences and similarities in what amounts to a developing but always
complete cultural map. I suggest that this relationship of pre-cultural
(natural), mythic, and as it were post mythic, can be formally introduced
into an analysis of contemporary culture and the resulting model allows

the situation and function of television to be stated quite clearly.9

To do so involves the recognition that contemporary culture is highly
differentiated;lq much of it is inaccessible without mediation, to the
wajority of its members, In this situation the mythic does not define
a particular stage in the transition from ignorance to knowledge, but a
particular territory within which, simultaneously, the incompatibilities
within contemporary culture are ameliorated. Within our society we
are faced with different types of knowledge andAexperience which are
both familiar and unfamiliar. The unfamiliar is of two kinds: the
specialised and the nonsensical, The specialised consists in the
particular fo:ms of art, science and politics which we might call
professional;]] they are complex and egoteric and they are produced
and maintained by specialist and more or less exclusive groups,

The nonsensical consists in what is rejected by a culture, the mythical
of earlier societies, but also the tnyt:hic:al,']2 the alien or the phoney,
of other, contemporary societies, as well as the distortions, unaccep-
tabiiities and objects of fear that always bubble up beneath the crust

of the safe and the acceptable.



Between these two forms of knowledge, the one super-cultural, the
other pre- (or anti- or even non-) cultural, lies the world of the
everyday and thg modes of communication which articuluée everyday
concerng; formally and functionally identically placed to the mythic
in primitive society., Here, then,is the domain of the mythic in |
‘contemporary society, a domain in which for most of the time most of
us live, a domain where boundaries are constantly being defined and
redefined, These boundaries are being defined and redefined both in
relation to new developments in the particular forms of esoteric
knowledge whose language, concept or aesthetic is of such complexity
as to deny us access, and also in relation to the underworld of the
threatening and incomprehensible, of that which we understand (or

we think we do) but have rejected, 1In a technically advanced world
this 1s the nature against which our integrity needs to be upheld;
but this is the familiar, though often terrifying, nature and not the

unfamiliar nature discussed and explored by science,

Television like myth occupies the middle ground and in so doing defines
in its particular way the basic categories and content of the culture
of the everyday world. It is an important part of the argument of

this thesis that television, supremely among the other media of mass
communication, is coherently, systematically and centrally at work in
the articulation of culture and in the mediation of alien bodies of
knowledge and experience, To understand the nature of this activity
it is not enough to argue in terms of reflection or effects; one

must begin with a theory which seeks to encompass the complexity

of the cultural system, and a methodology which allows for the

analysis of its individual texts.
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At the heart of such a theory must be the notion of the commensense
world, "The everyday life world is the province of reality in which
man continuously participates in ways which are at once inevitable and
patterned."IB' This Schutzian vision of the daily world, a world
dominated by the demands of practical rationality and by the recipes

of taken for granted knowledge is a fruitful one. Albeit difficult

to penetrate methodologically and perhaps theoretically impossible to
justify, it is relatively easy to describe, Social life is characterised,
and indeed is only possible because so much of what constitutes it can
be taken for granted, can be unthought; we deal in typicalities, we
make assumptions, predictions and choices in an 'all-things-being-equal'
frame of mind. The everyday world is marked by its repetitiveness,

its abstraction, its anonymity and the ever present possibility of
transcendence.M It is not a world of laws, nor even of probabilities,
but of hopes and fears and of more or less adequately informed choices,15
both programmed and unprogrammed, Our choices, our unconsciously
directed responses, are played against a backdrop of the typical and the
unproblematic. By definition, as it were, commonsense is that to

which no-one is excluded, nor is it transforﬁed by an individual's
practice of it, "It is perhaps the essential ch#racteristic of our
everyday lives that any problem which arises has as its tacit background
the unproblematic status of the mundane reality which commonsense men
share, However profound and far reaching the problem may be, it is

a problem over and against that which is taken for granted; the validity
of the world within which we come to inquire, no doubt to probe or to

1'ef1ect:."'16

The unpredictable and the uncertain both surround and pervade the
everyday world., They continually challenge the peace perhaps more

devoutly to be wished than real, The world we know is encompassed
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by that which we don't; the world we know and the security of that
knowledge is constantly being pricked by the chance event, the encounter,
the intrusion of the new and the unfamiliar. Our world, at least that
portion of it which we can take for granted is & kernel; we step out

of it at our peril, and because it is chaos (the unknown and the

unthought) which we fear most, we are constantly at work revising the
limits of what it is that we can take for granted, constantly incorporating
more and more within our own stock of knowledge.]7 This is both, of
course, an individual and a social/cultural process, but the point is

that our knowledge of the world, the knowledge which guides our everyday

activities is bounded; there is an horizon to experience.

Horizons both define and limit, include and exclude; they are static

in that they are always there, but dynamic in that their content is
always changing, Things both come into view and then disappear, a
disappearance the result of their incorporation into the familiar,

As C.D.bBurns notes: "On the horizon are facts or aspects of facts

or events or situations -~ realities like any other in the fully
experienced world, but different from those in that, as it were, we

see them only from one side, Horizon facts are those whose connections
with the fully experienced is clear enough, but not their connection

with wvhat may still be experienced and is not yet."18

The everyday world of commonsense, then, has two horizons, the one of
the p;rticular sciences and arts (with their own horizons of the new
and the unknown), the other of the general negations of what passes for
the true and the acceptable. Where these three domains meet lie

regions of ambiguity and uncertainty; of a lack of clarity about

context and meaning, and a lack of clarity about the bases for choice,

for decisions and for the consequences of future actions.



...12_

Our responses to the ambiguous and the uncertain will be many. As
individuals we can be tolerant or intolerant, anarchic or staid, But
we only know and recognise these various corrosions of meaning because
we already know, consciously but more often unconsciqusly, the system
of symbolic éoherences which are the essence of our culture. On the
§ne~hand there are the events of the real world, intrusions of history
as it were, the speech (parole) of the everyday; on the other the
security of a strucﬁure, the guarantee of communication, the language
(langue) of the ever:ydas\y;lA9 actions and events, rules and structure,
interdependent of course and constantly changing, but each of a
different order. 1Indeed the commonsense world in its language and

in its beliefs and actions is the privileged site where langue and
parole meet. The everyday world is simultaneously a world of rule
and transgression; but no knowledge of it is possible, just as it is
itself impossible, without an understanding of those rules, Hence

we are led to its structure, to the grounds of its possibility, and to

the identification of the syntax and semantics of its meanings.

In this context, therefore, how are we to understand the cultural
significance of television? It might be suggested that television

is of the commonsense world but at the same time distinct from it.

Of necessity involved in that world, it must equally of necessity
manifest more clearly, though not necessarily directly, the structures
underlying it, Then it might be suggested that television both speaks
to and speaks of the modes of thought and feeling that orient our

actions in the daily round. It {8 not so much a guide to action, or

a guide for the perplexed, but rather a commentary, a more or less gentle
mastication of the categories and boundaries of culture and an exploration
of the ambiguities and uncertainties that are endemic to it. In order

to understand how this might be it would seem essential to examine the

-
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texts presented on television themselves, and to identify in what the
discourse of television consists. In so far as television communicates
something to each of us, and to all of us, notwithstanding the individual's
processes of selection and interpretation which cannot for one moment

be denied,zo the messages that television transmits are common. Whether
this commonness is genuine or whether it is an imposed structure, an

ideological form, is for the moment beside the point,

The examination of the messages that are transmitted by television begins
with their sﬁructure,understood in terms of the patterns of meaning

which can be shown to exist within a series of texts and upon which the
specific meaning of a specific text is seen to depend.ZI The problems
are immense, for clearly even a superficial consideration of the nature
of the televisual texts would be able to identify any number of different
levels of coding, or of structuring:?2 those both specific to the medium
and dependent on its technical make-up and those more generally at work

within mahy media including face-to-face interaction.

Television is not one language but many, It is however coordinated,
its various codes knitting together in a text which we, as viewers, can
read and to which we respond. There are therefore a number of prelim-

inary observations which can be made about the nature of its communication.

The first refers to the relatively restricted nature of its codes.

No communication is without restriction; the freedom that we have to
construct always new sentences in speech is largely illusory;23 veven-
in the most open of social contexts there are required forms of speech,
just as there are different conventions and limititions of expression
whether oné chooses to write or to talk. L.,S, Vygotsky for example
notes some of these differences: "Communication in writing relies on

the formal meanings of words and requires a much greater number of words
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than oral speech to convey the same idea, It is addressed to an absent
person who rarely has in mind the same subject as the writer. Therefore
it must be fully deployed; syntactic differentiation is at a maximum;

and expressions are used that would seem unnatural in conversation."24

In writing there are manifest differences between poetry and prose and
as Roman Jakobson points out language itself is multifaceted and multi-
functional; different emphases as between the emotive, the referential,
the poetic, the phatic, the metalingual, and the conative dimensions of
language generate different types of text, and conversely different
types of text demand different forms of stress.zs In oral speech there
seem to be differences between what Basil Bernstein calls restricted and

elaborated codes.26

Televigsion will be host to all or any of these many varieties of expression,
but television itself is a specific form of communication and imposes

its own structure, rhetorically, on that which it transmits, We are
familiar with what are popularly known as its formats; we recognise
beginnings and endings and patterns of presentation. Television speaks,
but it speaks anonymously and indiscriminately. Its messages are well
defined and abbreviated but ephemeral. Prograﬁmes begin and end but
broadcasting itself is endless.27 Communication is relatively compact
and condensed. It is repetitive, Television indeed shares with film

a metalinguistic situation somewhere between the oral and the written, but
compared to film television is much closer to the oral form. It is

28and its anonymity is ameliorated by the

nearer the everyday world,
relative directness of its communication and by the familiarity which
that engenders, a familiarity which video seems itself to engender,

The video image seems closer, more real, than the equivalent on film,
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Television is, I suggest, a mode of communication with particular
characterigtics. To be involved with it, as audience or as producer,
is to be involved more or less passively in a communicative context
which in its structuring alone limitg what can be said and how, It
has in this sense much in common with other forms of ritual communication,
which in their denial or restriction of the right of free response, and
by their distance from the context of normal face-to-face communication,
exercise a subtle but nevertheless real form of cultural control. I
wish to suggest that the primary mechanism for this restriction in
television's communication is narrative, and that it is through a study
of this code, the rules according to which stories are told, both
fictional and non-fictional, that much will be learnt about the nature

of television as a whole.

W.B. Gallie in his discussion of narration in history writes of stories
in this way: 'We follow a story across contingencies or accidents,
coincidences, unpredictable events of all kinds, yet the story's general
direction and continuous advance towards its final conclusion somehow

n29 It is in

succeed in rendering these contingencies acceptable,
making the unacceptable acceptable, in clarifying ambiguity and
strengthening resistance to uncertainty that the television narrative
gains its significance. Generally the stories, from drama to news and
to documentary are told according to consistent not to say traditional
rules.30 Rarely for television the bold experiments and advances of
modernism which were in part a precise and self-conscious challenge to
just those structures of story-telling which seemed so restrictive of
true creativity, Television story-telling is avcraft. The texts
themselves, the programmes, are the result of collective and often
anonymous activity: producers, directors, cameramen, props, make-up

artists, scenery designers and builders, technicians of &ll kinds,
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actors and writers, all together generate a coherent message. Within
such an organisation pressures to cdnform, often interpreted in terms

of giving the public what it wants, are rarely denied.

The telling of a story is a deceptively complex act, On the one hand
it depends on the culture which provides it with its specific meaning
through both content and context of performance.BL On the other it
depends on & specific set of rules, the formal structure of narrative
itself. This itself can be meaningful,32 not only because the abstract
narrative cgode generates‘a statement of the kind "This is & story:
understand it as such", but because the telling of a story - in a sense

always once upon a time - is a social occasion of a particular sort.

But having said this we need to make a further distinction still, and
that between the temporal and the non-temporal aspects of narrative
structure, what I choose to call the chrondbgic33 and the logic.
Opinion is divided as to the relative significance of each of these;
Claude Bremond for example is quite adamant as to the primacy of the
chronologic: "L'object du récit est le temps et non l'éférnitéE 1%énonce
du devenir du choses ébuise leur sens proprement narratif, Qu' apres
cela le récit puisse &tre asservi, par certains genres littéraires et
par certaines idéologies, & exprimer un sense second, est que ce se
sens sécond puisse a l'occasion se reduire & un jeu d'antinomies
conceptuelles, ce n'est pas douteux, mais c'est un autre problﬁme."
This is a position with both Claude Lévi-Strauss and A,J, Greimas
substantially, if not entirely, refuse, For them narrative consists
in the systemic 1logic independent of the particular chronology of a
35

given text, I shall have occasion to turn to this distinction many

times. N
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In its temporality narrative ;ewrites,as it were, the world. The way
of its expression is not dependent on conventional experience or
perception; narrative does not reflect or imitate, Its relationship
to that world is, though in a very narrow semse, contingent, or ummotiv-
ated.36 In the everyday world we may, indeed we do, account for
ourgelves and our own histories in narrative terms37 and in so doing

we are creating a text which has meaning, a coherence, a significance

in the same way as in a text which 1s publically communicated. The
simple copula '... and then ...' is (like television) both of the every-
day world and not of it, and in the telling of a story the ambiguity and
uncertainty of the world which surrounds it is progressively reduced.

A story begins with a more or less arbitrary delimitation of what will
be of potential significance both in events and context, As it unfolds
the narrative reduces, to borrow an expression from e13ewhere,38 the
level of 'potential surprise', So when we are surprised or shocked by
an event in, for example, a Hitchcock story, that surprise is in a sense

expected,

But narrative is more than just & chronologic, its meanings are not

just dependent on its formal temporal structuring. A significant part
of the narrative, which I have already called the logic, consists in the
patterned interrelationships according to which content is ordered, its

synchronic arrangement,

Central to an understanding of this way of perceiving narrative is the
work on myth of Claude L&vi-Strauss. He opens the first volume of

his immense analysis of myth with the following often quoted words;
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"The aim of this book is to show how empiricsl

categories - such as the categories of the raw

and the cooked, the fresh and the decayed, the

moistened and the burned etc., which can only be

accurately defined by ethnographic observation

and, in each instance, by adopting the stand- Y

point of a particular culture-- can nhonetheless

be used as conceptual tools with which to

elaborate abstract ideas and combine them in the

form of propositions., Iexpect it to prove that

" there {8 a kind of logic in tangible qualities,

and to demonstrate the operation of that logic

end reveal its laws"39
For Lévi-Strauss primitive culture is the product of the work of a
mythical figure, a bricoleyr, who, faced with nature that is apparently
systematic (the diversity of species) and also a previous set of equally
concrete concepts, constructs & new building with the bricks of the old.
Connections and more connections are made between the elements that
make up the world of the'primitive's sensory experience and these
connections are ordered within and by a logic which is in part dependent
on their natural ordering and in part on the natural classifying
capacity of the human mind., The result is culture, More particularly
there results Lévi-Strauss's own analysis of myths which seeks to
identify the structures according to which they are organised; this
analysis, in all {ts multi-faceted complexity is of an intrinsic logic
of frog and jaguar, of girls mad about honey and tapirs, and it depends
for {ts understandingon an & priori(but at the same time concrete) pre-
logic of simple oppositions, the raw and the cooked, inside and outside
and so on.ho As the analysis proceeds the chronology of the narrative
tends to disappear, Indeed there is very little respect given to the
integrity of the myths which he analyses and for this he has been much
crittciuod.aj But this lack, {f such {t be, can be mitigated if one
recognises that different cultures will have different styles of story-

telling (of courseeach culture will have many), While one style may

stress the logic, the descriptive, another may well stress the
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éhronolcgic, it will be dense in the juxtaposition of events, Secondly
Levi-Strauss's own concern is with his myths as carriers of information

and as attempted solutions to the perennial dilemmas of man's existence;
as such while this concern would lead him to recognise the chronology

of the texts it does much more positively encourage him to seek their

connections in the mythic system as a whole,

The model of the narrative text has therefore three basic levels,
distinct but obviously interrelated: the chronolgic, the logic and the
content; the chronologic, which provides the narrative with its form,
though as such it is not without semantic significance; the logic, the
logic of sensible qualities, the logic of equivalence and tranﬁformation
within whose mesh & specific set of cultural messages %;'generated and
regurgitated, and finally the content itself dependent on a categor-
isation of and in the lived in world, a categorisation which may be
similar to or different from that generated in the narrated text, For
example, a journey from home to work in a particular story can act as
illustration, It will advance the action, bringing perhaps the hero
nearer to his ultimate test; it will, in its opposition present a
category which in conjunction wi;h others,such as country and city,

life and death, generates a particular foundation of meaning which it
will share with other stories of the culture (and indeed other cultures)
and finally it betrays in this opposition the lived relation in the
culture and society as a whole, Home and work, city and country, will
be meaningful only if they have meaning outside the text, and indeed
they come ﬁo the text redolent of meaning. Investigation of narrated
texts, myths or television programmes, demands in the final analysis

consideration of all these three levels of structuring and their

4
interrelationship. 2
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The juxtaposition once again of myth and television as examples of
narrated texts is deliberate, I have already suggested that they
are, in a certain sense, formally equivalent, both at work in culture
in a similar way. The problem now is to determine in what ways the
formal skeleton can be given flesh - in what ways the similarity of
myth in primitive society and television in our own can be given

subgtance,

The mythical in contemporary culture has often been, and is increasingly
becoming, remarked upon and discusaed.43 The disenchantment of the

world, the arrival of new technologies, continuing manifestations of

what for a better phrase might be called 'secular ecstaay'44 have

alerted students of the social and the cultural to the way the gaps in

our over-rational universe are being filled, Attitudes to the connections
that have been drawn are varied; the following from Donald MacRae is

both prescient and among the more enlightened; it deserves to be well
quoted:

"Today the mass media of communication - press, film and
television in ascending order of importance from this
standpoint - are all introducing new ways of seeing the
world and human relations. They play tricks with time
and space; they bring the far near, and make the
familiar mysterious; they make the famous and the
great accessible, and at the same time make all
personality equal and grey and evanescent; they
make all causal relations simple and yet, because
nothing can be fully explained and everything must
be clear, they bring causality back to magic; above
all, they make chance and fortune in affairs as vast,
mysterious and important as ever the case was when
Fortune was a goddess inhabiting her own shrine,

We may deplore it, but we live in a world where myth
and magic, aided by the off-beat poetry of advertising,
resume some portion of their ancient state in the human
heart," 45 '
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Perhaps what unites myth and the mythical as it is presented in
primitive society and television as it is transmitted in our own, is
the prestige accorded to the communication by those receiving it.
While the nature of the legitimation in one society compared to the
other has manifestly changed, still the weight of traditiom, the
embodiment of received wisdom, the oracular explanations of past,
pr;sent and future and the assumed potency - the assumed capacity to
effect changes - all conspire to identify structural and functional
. similarities if not identities, Secularization reduces the sacred

to the prestigious - but the difference may only be in the word.

Above all both television and myth act as mediators and although not
just between the real and the cosmic, significantly so, Television
technology extends our sensory perceptions in & way manifestly injurious
to the linearity of the printed page; it introduces synesthesia, it
creates the global village; we are, literally, in touch.46 But the
technology itself is also part of the taken-for-granted world; at the
touch of a switch and in ways mysterious and hence both distanced from
our everyday experience but yet part of it, we can turn on to that other
world which is at ﬁhe same time our own. These two worlds juxtapose
at the screen, both a domestic nodal point and a fr;me for the display
of the limited, vicarious and often crucial experiences that television
makes constantly available. The frame is significant; it both focuses
on and defines a different reality; it is the locus of a continually
practiced ritual.47 Mary Douglas writes:

"... ritual focuses attention by framing; it enlivens the

memory and links the present with the relevant past,

In all this it aids perception, Or rather, it changes

perception because it changes the selective principles,

So it ig not enough to say that ritual helps us to

experience more vividly what we would have experienced
anyway. It 18 not merely like the visual aid which

i{1llustrates the verbal instructions for opening cans
and cases.... It can come first in formulating
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experience, It can permit knowledge of what would

otherwise not be known at all, It does not merely

externalige experience, bringing it out into the

light of day, but it modifies experience in so-
 expressing it,'48

In a different but parallel context Siegfried Kracauer illustrates how

in the framing of the original script of The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari by

setting it within a narrative told by a madman, the original revolutionary
intentions of the authors were entirely transformed. The frame, then,
has physical, social, political and aesthetic dimensions and to be involved
with experiences that are framed, above all visually, is to be involved

in both the limited and the transcendent. 49

This framing is of course doubly confounded; narration acts also as a
frame and as such translates the world that is lived via its contingent
rules of transformation into a world that is told. And it is in the
telling, even in the essential anonymity of the telling, disguised by
those who speak it, that television and myth are close. The stories
in television are told, as from a distance, and that distance which may
be historical, geographical, social or cosmic, or all four, generates
the magic and the mystery which in primitive gsocieties are associated

with myth,

Above all what myth does is to obliterate, only to redefine the conventional
notions of time and space; in defining its own reality the linearity of
time and the contiguity of space which are, at least in our own culture

and linguistic tradition,taken for granted, are replaced by a time that

is both reversible and ever present and a spatial ordering which has been
called elsewhere, in the context of film, surrogate. Compare for

example a discussion of film (in this case the arguments are equally

applicable to television) and Mircea Eliade on myth:



_23_

"Far from being 'realistic' film suppresses ordinary
reality as much as possible and replaces it with an
artifact of space and time, The space a&nd time of
the viewer is all but erased and replaced by the film...
But while one is viewing the film all places and moments
are present when they are shown. Film has no past
tense, no was,b0

",.. by 'living' the myths one emerges from profane
chronological time and enters a time that is of a
different quality, a'sacred'gime at once primordial
and infinitely recoverable.," I

This juxtaposition is meant to be suggestive rather than conclusive;
indeed there are as many disputes about the nature of film and television
as there are about myth, but the comparison is an important one neverthe-

less, and 1 shall return to it.

However one or two problems have appeared. The first concerns the
apparent contradiction between an analysis which stresses on the one
hand the significance of the narrative, which is supremely a linear
chronological form and on the other the destruction of that chronology
in televisual and filmic texts, But this is more apparent than real,
The televisual text consists both {n immediacy on the one hand and in
recollection and anticipation on the other; the immediacy is preemin-
ently visual, the diachrony of recollection and anticipation is
preeminently verbal, In addition any one narrated text loses its
specificity as a narrative when it is placed alongside others. Once
this is done the linear narrative chronologies with beginnings, middles
and ends, which define the integrity of a particular story, become
serialised; the ends herald a new beginning and ends and beginnings

ag such lose some of their aignificance.s2 Indeed as both Mircea Eliade
and Claude LEvi—Strauss53 in their different wayé recognise, mythic
narratives are carriers of basically other more symbolic messages,
which for Eliade relate specifically to the transcendence of time and

’
the identification of origins, and for Levi-Strauss centre on the

Pty
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solutions which a particular culture offers to the universal dilemmas
of human existence, There are, of course, elements of both in

television.

The second problem follows from this but is less easily faced. It
revoiyes around the question of what we are to make of a series of texts
whose main effect, if not purpose, seems to be the obliteration of
history; and correlatively, of what we are to make of texts which have
as part of their functioning an ability to incorporate, bricoleur fashion,
any and every item which may be of interest: '"Myth", Ernst Cassirer
writes, "seems to roll up everything it touches into unity without
distinction,,,,Things which come into contact with one another in a
mythical sense - whether this contact is taken as a spatial'or temporal
contiguity or as a similarity, however remote, or as membership in the
same class or species - have fundamentally ceased to be a multiplicity:

they have acquired a substantial unity."sé

Cassirer is dismayed by the intrusion of such forms into historical and
therefore rational societies.55 Roland Barthes, from a different
perspective, is equally dismayed, It is the naturalisation in myth,
the mystification that such insensitivity to history generates which is
at the centre of the polemics against the mythic in contemporary culture,
For him also myth is a way of speaking, but it is parasitic, parasitic on
and destructive of, the possibility of speaking the truth.56 The openness
of myth is a false openness and we are blind to its ideological agtivity.
His analysis 18 dependent on a theory which guides him to the specificity
of capitalist-bourgeois society and therefore of {ts culture, It is
much quoted:

"Reluctance to display its codes is a mark of bourgeois

gsociety and the mass culture which has developed from
ie," 37
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Its relevance and usefulness depends on whether the theory of culture,
predominantly reflective, which it embodies is an adequate one and
equally on whether, in culture, there is something as unique and
specific as its bourgeois form. | It also depends on whether we like

that culture or not,

Much of thoAargument must centre on an ability to demonstrate theor-
etically and empirically that the narrative structures which we have
been discussing, the chronologic and the logic of culturd communication,
are universal in the sense that they persist across cultures and through
time, and also on the ability to demonstrate in what ways these structures
integrate with the content of the specific cultures in which they are
made manifest, The task is an enormous one and easily outruns the
entirely modest attempt in this theéis. Indeed even the distinction
between structure and content is an artificial one, though it does help
to distinguish the permanent from the impermanent, the fiied from the
ephemeral in culture, and at the very least it should allow us to decide

whether these distinctions are in any way meaningful,

A recent study of advertising makes a aimillr point, Varda Langholz
Leymore suggests that the structure of ldvertiﬁementl is similar to

that of the myths studied by Claude L;vi-Strausl, albeit for her in a
degenerate way, Both myth and advertising she argues "strive to provide
answers to the eternal polarities of the human condition. While the
dichotomies, or the dilemmas are universal, the specific answers are not.,..
The classificatory activity of the mind alone ii both predetermined

and universal, But the specific configurations éf relationships between
variables are culturally bound, The essential point {is thaﬁ the human

mind is sensitive to certain problems which emanate from the human

condition and are specific to the human species, These problems are
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universally apprehended and as such constitute universal themes.

The specific solutioms offered to them are, nevertheless, varied." >8
We can take the reference to the human mind in whatever way we '
choose; ~ - the recognition that different cultures,

or aspects of them, are organised according to the same rules is not by
1ta;1f an invitation to search for and speculate about their origin,

but an invitation merely to return to the cultural texts for further
analysis, These texts are as real and as concrete as anything that

human beings have created through their action, and should be investigated

systematically, accordinglyusg"

The universality of culture 1ies in its logic and in the demands for the
generafion and exchange of meanings without which we are not human. To
talk of system, structure, logic, order, patterns, is not however to impose
a static view or to reify what is forever changing, but it is to recognise
that there is, simply, a consistency in the activity of man and that that
consistency manifests itself in social and cultural relations. In this
sehse the cultural texts which are analysed, from myth to television,

are of their very essence conservative; they speak coherence and generate
security - and as Marshal Sahlins argues: "...’the isomorphism between
diverse codes -~ social, geographical, mythical, and economic - is neither
fantastic nor the product of a pure speculative interest, it is a resl

condition of 11fe."60

Marshal Sahlins' discussion, which involves an overturning of the classical
Marxian argument of the dependence of culture on material and practical
interest, is itself of particular i{interest for in many ways it runs
parallel to much that has been said here. Sahlins is concerned to

develop a theory and a methodology adequate to identify both similarity

and difference in culture and to argue that culture, the generation of
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meanings, treated as a coherent and self-sufficient set of complex
interrelationships, must precede the organisation of work and its
attendant social relations. Culture cannot simply be derived from
material relacioss, and cultural logic is not simply a practical
utilitarian logic transformed into ideas, On the contrary, the very
posgibility of material existence i{s grounded in the coherence of the

system of culture, 01

There are two aspects to his argument, Firstly that culture, both that
of the primitive and of the modern, is concrete, the result of the
confrontation in the symbolic of mind and matter,

"It is not merely species which are 'good to thinkK .

Levi-Strauss's famous dictum 1s applicable to all

kinds of natursally occurring things and relations.

The whole of nature is the potential object of the

symbolic praxis, whose cunning, rather like Hegel's

Reason, consists in this: that {t puts to the

service of its own intentions those relations among

things existing by their own properties. n62
We would expect to find, and we do, contemporary culture generating forever
new sets of relations with what is to hand, but generating them according

to a logic which transcends their particular ephemerality.

The second aspect of his argument is that these relations are lived;

they comprise the warp and the weft of social activity; that whereas
the primitive lived his life according to the categories defined by

the totemic structure of his culture, we, perhaps more dominated by
appearance, live our life according to the logics of fashion in clothing,

food and other consumables - a  language preeminently of consumption.63

The fact that these relations are lived guarantees, for Sahlins, their
materiality; the fact that our daily, social, productive lives are
organised according to the structures and codes of culture transports

these structures from & world of subjective perceptions, in a way perhaps

more Durkheimian than Marxian, to objective facticity.
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The analysis of television programmes follows from arguments like

these and from those advanced elsewhere in this introductory chapter.
With the tools provided by and developed from Vliadimir Propp, Claude
Lé;i-Strauss, A,J, Greimas, Christian Metz64 and others, all of whom

hgve been concerned with the intrinsic analysis of culture, and its
codes, the social and cultural object, television, can be approached

and its significance more firmly understood, A full consideration of
their work in theory and in practice takes up the major part of this
thesis, But to do it in this manner, in other words working from the
text outwards, inevitably creates its own problems, and if pursued

fully, as is my intention, has a number of far reaching implications,
Central amongst these are the way in which we need to understand ideology
in contemporary culture and the contribution to it which television makes.
Central too, is the way in which television's culture (such a phrase
itself is entirely question begging) is articulated into the everyday
world aﬁd to the continuity and changes within our everyday experience.

I will return to these considerations again, but most substantially in

the final chapter,

Suffice it to say now that I see television as being part ideology, part
culture; both inside history and outside it, manifestly open to and
contributing to change, latently preserving forms of experience that

are resistant to change, The analysis of the structure of the message
immediately identifies a set of coherences beneath and within the
manifestly diverse; the relation of these coherences to others in
similar forms of communication within the same culture and within other
cultufes opens the way to the identification of what might be called a
cultural rather than an ideological ground-base, upon which historical
mani festations of culture are constructed, and whose operation makes

these manifestations acceptable., The new and the unfamiliar are made



old and familiar while atill‘maintaining their novelty, by their
incorporation into pre-existing patterns of experience; the trans-
formation is cultu?al, the motor is structural, and at the level of

the everyday where these processes are most visible and most significant,

change is, at root, very slow indeed.

The gypothesia with which I begin is therefore ﬁhis: that our involvement
with television, an involvement which affects almost every member of our
society from infancy onwards, is an involvement with a type of commun-
ication which in its compréssion and redefinition of historical,
geographicq, social and cosmic experience identifies a coherence, a
continuity and a commonness in culture, but to which, blinded by the
glare of manifest historical and other changes, of conflict and of
difference, we are unaware, Television, like myth is both structuring
and structured; the former referring to its process the latter to its
effect., When we watch television we are watching a series of messages
that both order our experience and define its categories, but which do
80 in ways that transcend the historical conditions of that experience.
We need to understand through the analysis of the texts themselves how

this is achieved, but that, as they say, is another story,



.-.30_

Chapter 1. Footnotes and References

1.

B.P. Emmett, The Television and Radio Audience in Britain, in
Dennis McQuail, Sociology of Mass Communications. Harmonds-
worth, 1972, 195-219.

cf. Joseph T. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communication.

New York. 1960; W.P. Davison, On the Effects of Communication,

in L.A. Dexter and D.M. White (Eds.), People, Society and

Mass Communication. New York. 1964. 69-90; J.D. Halloran,

The Effects of Television. London. 1970; H.T. Himmelweit,

A. Oppenheim and P. Vince, Television and the Child. Oxford,
1958; Dennis McQuail, The Influence and Effects of Mass Media,
in J. Curran et. al., Mass Communication and Society. London.
1977. 70-94; idem. Towards a Sociology of Mass Communication.
London. 1969; Charles R. Wright, Functional Analysis and

Mass Communication, in L.A.Dexter and D.M. White. op. cit. 91-109.
G. Steiner, The People Look at Television, New York. 1963;

Harold Lasswell, The Structure and Function of Communication

in Society, in W. Schramm (Ed.), Mass Communication, Urbana,

2nd edition 1960. 117-140; Paul Lazarsfeld and R.K. Merton,
Mass Communication, Popular Taste and Organised Social Action,

in W. Schramm, op. cit. 492-512; Elihu Katz and Paul F. Lazarsfeld,
Personal Influence. New York. 1964; Elihu Katz and David
Foulkes, On the Use of the Mass Media as 'Escape': Clarification
of a Concept. Public Opinion Quarterly. 1962. Vol. 26. (2)
377-388; Elihu Katz, The Two step Flow of Communication, in

W. Schramm (Ed.), op. cit. 346-366; Dennis McQuail, Jay G.
Blumler and J.R. Brown, The Television Audience: A Revised
Perspective, in Dennis McQuail, Sociology of Mass Communication.
Harmondsworth. 1972. 135~165; Dennis McQuail and Michael
Gurevitch, Explaining Audience Behaviour, in Jay G. Blumler

and Elihu Katz, The Uses of Mass Communication. Bewverley Hills.
1974; R.K. Merton, Patterns of Influence: A Study of Inter-
personal Influence and Communications Behaviour in a Local
Comnunity, in R.K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure.
New York. 1957. 387-420; W. Belson, The Impact of Television.
London. 1967; idem, Television Violence and the Adolescent

Boy. Farnborough. 1978; Ray Brown (Ed.), Children and
Television. London. 1976; Gwen Dunn, The Box in the Corner.
London. 1977; D. Howitt and G. Cumberbatch, Mass Media, Violence
and Society. London. 1975; Grant Noble, Children in Front of
the Small Screen. London. 1975; Wilbur Schramm, Jack Lyle and
Edwin B. Parker, Television in the Lives of our Children. Stanford.
1961.

On content analysis, see B. Berelson, Content Analysis in
Communication Research. New York. 1952; Ithiel de Sola Pool
(Ed.), Trends in Content Analysis. Urbana. 1959; and also
Olivier Burgelin, Structural Analysis and Mass Communication,

in Dennis McQuail, Sociology of Mass Communication, op. cit. 313-328.
The difference, quite simply, between a structuralist approach
and that of content analysis, is that between a method which
eschews quantification, takes into account the form of a
communication, and deals substantively with its latent content.
The number of studies in the structuralist analysis of the mass
media are fast growing; on television, see John Fiske and John
Hartley, Reading Television. London. 1978, and especially their
bibliography, 207-209.




_3]_

Studies of the production of news and documentary also have

a long history; among the more recent see David Altheide,
Creating Reality. Beverly Hills. 1974; Philip Schlesinger,
Putting Reality Together: B.B.C. News. London. 1978; see

also Warren Breed, Social Control in the Newsroom, a functional
analysis, in Social Forces. 1955. 326-335; Malcolm Warner,
Organisational Context and Control of Policy in the Television
newsroom, in British Journal of Sociology. 1971. 283-294. see
also Philip Elliott, The Making of a Television Series. London.
1972; James D. Halloran, Philip Elliott, and Graham Murdock,
Demonstrations and Communication. Harmondsworth. 1970.

Clifford Geertz, Ideology as a Cultural System, in The
Interpretation of Cultures. London. 1975. p. 207.

Influences here include the Frankfurt School, Antonio Gramsci,
Roland Barthes and Louis Althusser. In Britain the spearhead
of Marxian analysis has come from the Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies in Birmingham; see their Working Papers in
Cultural Studies, 1-10, and their occasional papers; see

also many of the contributions to Screen, at least since 1974.
More recently there has been something of a flood of critical
study of the media, see for example: Glasgow Media Group,

Bad News. London. 1977; the journal, Media, Culture and

Society; the reader, James Curran, Michael Gurevitch, Janet

Woollacott (Eds.), Mass Communication and Society. London.
1977; the papers in Michele Barrett et al. (Eds.), Ideology
and Cultural Production, London 1979. Some of the implica-

tions of this literature will be discussed below, and also
in Chapter 7.

The most substantive review of the anthropological literature
on culture is that of A.L. Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn,
Culture: A Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions, Papers
of the Peabody Museum, Harvard Vol. XLVII No. I. 1952, And
see also: A.L. Kroeber, The Nature of Culture. Chicago. 1952;
Bronislaw Malinowski, Culture, Encyclopedia of the Social
Sciences, IV. 1931, 621-645; more recent anthropological dis-
cussions include Zigmunt Bauman, Culture as Praxis. London.
1973; T.0. Beidelman, Some Implications of Culture, in John

McKinney Tiryakin, Theoretical Sociology. New York. 1970. 499-527;

James A. Boon, Further Operations of Culture in Anthropology,

in Louis Schneider and Charles Bonjean, The Idea of Culture in
the Social Sciences. Cambridge. 1973. 1-32; Clifford Geertz,
Ideology as a Cultural System, op. cit.; Edmund Leach,

Culture and Communication, Cambridge. 1976; Marshall Sahlins,
Culture and Practical Reason. Chicago. 1976. Among sociologists
who have a place for a notion of culture as such, admittedly few,
Talcott Parsons seems preemingnt: see his The Concepts of
Culture and Social System, American Sociological Review, 1958.

23. 582-3 (with A.L. Kroeber), Culture and Social System Revisited,

in Schneider and Bonjean, op. cit., and of course The Social

-

System. New York. 1951, and Societies: Evolutionary and Comparative

Perspectives. New York. 1966.




13.

140

16.

]7.

18.

20'

..32_

In a sense this is essentially the story of sociology as a
discipline. 1Its distinctiveness vis~a~vis anthropology is
defined as much by its subject matter as by its methods.

In anthropology see Max Gluckman, Custom and Conflict in

Africa. Oxford. 1956; and in sociology preeminently,

Vilfredo Pareto, above all in The Mind and Society (4 Vols.)
London. 1935.

At this stage my definition follows that of Claude Lé&vi-Strauss;
see Chapter 3 for a further discussion and the presentation of
a model of what I call in that chapter the mythic, and its
relationship to commonsense.

.- A trivial observation, but one central to an understanding of

comtemporary society. Central of course is Emile Durkheim,
The Division of Labour in Society. New York. 1933.

Thelma McCormack, Folk Culture and the Mass Media, Archives
Européennes de Sociologie. 1969. Vol. 10 (2) 220-237;

she distinguishes between professional, applied and amateur
culture.

The word 'mythical' here is deliberately ambiguous: while
in the social sciences we would wish to be precise and use
the term 'myth' to define a specific body of, or way of
telling, stories of a particular kind, in common parlance
the word 'mythical' is often used to identify the false,
the phoney or the alien.

Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckman, The Structures of the Life-
World., London. 1974. p. 3. See also Alfred Schutz,

Collected Papers. (3 Vols.). The Hague. 1973; and idem,

The Phenomenology of the Social World. London. 1972.

A characterisation of the everyday world discussed by
Maurice Nathanson, in Phenomenology and Typification, in
Social Research. Vol. 37. No. 1. Spring 1970. 1-22,

Alfred Schutz, The Problem of Rationality in the Social World,
in Dorothy Emmett and Alisdair MacIntyre, Sociological Theory
and Philosophical Analysis. London. 1970. p. 98.

Nathanson, op. cit. p. 2.

Suzanne Langer, Philosophy in a New Key. Cambridge, Mass.
1951. esp. p. 287. see also, Peter Berger, The Social Reality

of Religion. London, 1969,

C.D. Burns, The Sense of the Horizon, in Philosophy. Vol. VIII.
No. 31, July 1933, p. 302,

The source of the distinction between langue and parole is

Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics. New

York. 1959, (London. 1966). See my discussion in Chapter
2.

Stuart Hall, Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse.

Centre for Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham. Mimeo.
1973,




21,

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32,

33.

_33—

Structure can then be understood in terms of the patterns of
meaning which can be shown to exist within a series of texts
and upon which the specific meaning of a specific text is
seen to depend. The different levels of structuring are
often referred to as Codes. The series of individual items
of communication comprising the Message, become - once they
are treated as an object of analysis - the Text. The texts
themselves partake of wider unity (or unities) that of the
Discourse. See chapter 4 below.

Umberto Eco, Articulations of a Cinemantic Code, Cinemantics.
1. Jan. 1970. 3-9; idem, Towards a Semiotic Inquiry into
the Television Message, Working Papers in Cultural Studies.
3. Autumn 1972, 103-121; idem, A Theory of Semiotics.

‘London. 1977,

In relation to ritual language, see Maurice Bloch, Symbols,
Song, Dance and Features of Articulation, in European Journal
of Sociology. XV, 1974, 1, 55-81.

Lev S. Vygotsky, Thought and Language. Cambridge, Mass. 1962.
142,

Roman Jakobson, Closing Statement. Linguistics and Poetics,
in Thomas A. Sebeok (Ed.) Style in Language, Cambridge, Mass.
1960. 350-377.

Basil Bernstein. Class, Codes and Control. esp.. Vol, I.
London, 1971,

Raymond Williams, Television, Technology and Cultural Form.
London. 1972; T.C. Worsley, Television, the Ephemeral Art.
London. 1972.

Charlotte Brunsden and David Morley, Everyday Television:
'Nationwide'. London. 1978,

W.B. GalligPhilosophy and the Historical Understanding. London.
1964. p. 29. See also Kenneth Burke, Rhetoric of Motives.
New York. 1955. p. 197.

For a preliminary analysis, Roger Silverstone, An Approach to
the Structural Analysis of the Television Message. Screen.
17. No. 2. 1976. 9-40, And of course, chapters 6 and 7 below.
See also Paul Rock, News as Eternal Recurrence, in Stanley
Cohen and Jock Young, The Manufacture of News. London. 1973.
73-81,

Dell Hymes, Breakthrough into Performance, in Dan Ben-Amos

and Kenneth Goldstein. Folklore. Performance and Communica-
tion. The Hague. 1975. 11-74; Roger D. Abrahams, The

Complex Relations of Simple Forms, Genre. 2. No. 2. June 1969.
104-128.

R.0. Kolker and J. Douglas Ousley, A Phenomenology of Cinematic
Time and Space. in British Journal of Aesthetics. Vol. 13. 4,
Autumn 1973. p.390. On the interdependence of syntax and
semantics, see, for example, Jerrold J. Fodor and Jerry A. Katz,
The Structure of a Semantic Theory, in Jay F. Rosenberg and
Charles Travis (Eds.) Readings in the Philosophy of Language.
New Jersey. 1971. 472-514,

A deliberate neologism, for which no apology is made. It identifies
a particular level of narrative structure.



34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45,

46.

_34_

Claude Brémond, Logique du Récit. Paris. 1973. 89-90.

There is a very full discussion of both these approaches to
narrative and to the mythic in Chapter 4 below.

Roland Barthes, Introduction 3 1'analyse structurale des récits,
Communications. 8. 26-27, where he writes this: 'Ainsi, dans tout
récit, 1'imitation n'est pas de 'représenter', elle est de
constituer un spectacle qui nous reste encore trés &nigmatique,
mais qui ne sourait etre d'ordre mimétique; 1la 'réalité' d'une
séquence n'est pas dans la suite 'naturelle' des actions qui la
composent, mais dans la logique qui s'y expose, s'y risque et s'y
satisfait,...Le récit ne fait pas voir, il n'imite pas; 1la passion
qui peut nous enflammer 34 la lecture d'un roman n'est pas celle

"d'une 'vision' (en fait nous ne 'voyons' rien), c'est celle du

sensg....'

William Labov and Joshua Waletsky, Narrative Analysis: Oral
Versions of Personal Experience, in June Helm (Ed.), Essays

on the Verbal and Visual Arts. Proceedings of the 1966 Annual
Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Society. Seattle.
12-44,

See the discussion of uncertainty in business decisions in Tom
Burns and G.M. Stalker, The Management of Innovation. London.
1961, pp. 110-119; and also C.G. Carter, G.P. Meredith and
G.L.S. Shackle, Uncertainty and Business Decisions. Liverpool.
1954,

Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked. London. 1969, p. 1.

Once again, Lévi-Straussian observations; see Chapters 3 and 4
below.

In particular the discussion between Percy Cohen and James A. Boon
in Man: Percy S. Cohen, Theories of Myth, Man. Vol. 4. No. 3.
Sept. 1969. 337-353; and James A. Boon, Lé&vi-Strauss and Narrative,
Man. Vol. 5. No. 4. Dec. 1970. 702-3; see also Terence S.
Turner, Oedipus: Time and Structure in Narrative Form, in Robert
F. Spencer, Forms of Symbolic Action. Proceedings of the 1969
Annual Spring Meeting of the American Ethnological Society.
Seattle., 1969. 26-68.

See J.M. Lotman and A.M. Pjatagorsky, La Texte et le Fonction,
Semiotica. 1. 1969. 205-217, for a similar analysis, and

below, pp. 205ff,
see footnote 1 Chapter 3.

This phrase is adapted from Bernice Martin, Notes for a Dying
Counter-Culture. Mimeo. 1977,

Donald MacRae, Advertising and Sociology, Ideology and Society.
London. 1961. p. 84.

See in particular Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media.
Routledge and Kegan Paul. 1964; idem and Quentin Fiore,

The Medium is the Massage., New York. 1967; idem, War and
Peace in the Global Village. New York. 1968; and Marshall
McLuhan, The Implications of Cultural Uniformity, in C.W.E.
Bigsby (Ed.) Superculture: American Popular Culture and Europe.
London. 1975. 43-56.




47,

48.
49.
50.
51.

52.

53.

54,

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

_35-

Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality. London. 1964. p. 140.

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. Harmondsworth. 1970. p. 79.

Siegfried Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler. Princeton. 1947. 65-67.

R.P. Kolker and J. Douglas Ousley, op. cit. p. 391.
Mircea Eliade, op. cit. p. 18.
see especially Raymond Williams, op. cit.; and on alternative

perceptions of time see Edmund Leach, Two Essays Concerning the
Symbolic Representation of Time in Edmund Leach, Rethinking

Anthropology. London. 1961. 124-36.

Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return. London. 1955;
Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, (Vol. 1.).
Harmondsworth. 1963, and elsewhere. See below, chapter 3.

Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Vol. II,
Mythical Thought. New Haven and London. 1955. p. 63.

idem. An Essay on Man. New Haven and London. 1944; The
Myth of the State. New Haven and London. 1946.

Roland Barthes, Mythologies. London. 1972; but see also
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment.
New York. 1972; and Jurgen Habermas, Towards a Theory of
Communicative Competence, in Hans Peter Dreitzel, Recent

Sociology. No. 2., London. 1970; and his Legitimation Crisis.

London. 1976.

Quoted as the epigraph on page ! of Glasgow Media Group, Bad News.
London. 1976. (From Roland Barthes, Introduction & 1l'analyse
structurale des Récits, Communications 8. p. 22),

Varda Langholz Leymore, Hidden Myth. London. 1975. 154-5.

Clifford Geertz, Introduction to Clifford Geertz (Ed) Myth,
Symbol and Culture. New York. 1971, x-xi:"..African passage
rites, nineteenth century novels, scientific theories, English
landscape paintings, or the ways in which moral judgements are
phrased, have as good a claim to public existence as houses,
stones and trees, and are therefore as susceptible to objective
investigation and systematic analysis as these apparently harder

'realities'."

Marshall Sahlins, Culture and Practical Reason. Chicago. 1976.
p. 41.

ibid. p. 266: "...No cultural form can ever be read from a set
of material forces as if the cultural were the dependent variable
of an inescapable practical logic. The very form of social
existence of material force is determined by its integration in
the cultural system."




62. ibid. p. 196.

63. 1ibid. p. 148: '"The bourgeois totemism is potentially more
elaborate than any wild (sauvage) variety, not that it has been
liberated from a natural-material basis, but precisely because
nature has been domesticated."

64. See chapter 4, for an extensive discussion of theories of
narrative,



...37..

CHAPTER II

Television and Language

If television communicates, it does 8o both through language and as a
language itself. The distinction is an important one. Most obviously
much of what is heard and seen on television is in language. The news
is read; documentary films have commentaries; the characters in a
drama speak. The language that they use, except perhaps in circum—
stances where a particular effect is desired, is that of a form of
standard English which, rightly or wrongly, is assumed to be widely
understood. The problems raised by its analysis are the problems at

the heart of linguistics, the study of natural language.

But television, quite obviously, is more than just words. It contains
images, music and natural sound, and for the purposes of this thesis,
most importantly stories. As a form of communication it is both

complex and direct. Its complexity lies in the density of its communi-
cation and its directness in the channelling of that density in patterns

which are both expected and remarkably simple.

In the totality of its communication we can certainly ask whether tele-
vision is like language and we can use - with care - the models and
theories developed for the study of natural language to illuminate that
totality. Such models and theories may only take us a short way, for
as Edward Sapir remarks, "all grammars leak"] and indeed when the
"grammar" is no longer that of a natural language but that of an

assumed semiotic system, then there may be more holes than wholes.
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The movement from the study of language to the study of something that
might be (or should be) like language is a movement speculated on by
Ferdinand de Saussure and indeed by Emile Durkheim.2 It brings with

it a concern witﬁ the full range of human communication and with that
concern an assumption of its systematic nature.3 Within the system
everything signifies and that signification consists in the play of
difference, The sign gains its uniqueness and its value 1in its contrast
with all other signs. Within this premise and within the premise also
of the essential arbitrariness at the heart of significationa the basic
thrust of semiotics and structuralism gains its momentum, If culture
is like language then it is so in its structuring. It is in the patterning
of its constraints that the connection will be found, Hence the search
is for a grammar, for the identification of codes, for the determination
of levels within the act and the system of communication which contains
the act, The question here is nd so much how communication actually is
effected, a question that would demand consideration of language in use,
but a question of how it is possible and as such it is a question which
leads to a search for an answer beneath the manifestations of speech and
to an abstraction away from the speech act itself, The distinction
between langue and parole in Saussurian terminoiogy is a basic one
therefore, however inadequate or incomplete its formulation, for within

it we can begin to understand both the constraint and freedom of

language,

Similarly for television; an understanding of its communication also
demands a consideration of what it is that constrains it, and correlatively
on what the creative freedom and ability to generate endlessly unique

texts rests, One of these constraints, perhaps the most obvious, perhaps
only the most accessible to analysis, is that of narrative, by which is

meant the set of rules necessary and sufficient to the definition and the
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telling of a story. Other constraints, for example, which have their
source in the image or in music are also of great importance, though they

will be very little considered here.S

In this chaptef I shall consider the relevance of the linguistic }
metaphor for the study of television6 and 1 shall do so in four

different but, I hope, compatible ways; firstly by a brief consideration
of the contrasting assumptions underlying any study of language;

secondly by considering the linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure and

its influence; thirdly by a more detailed analysis of the semiotic

work of Christian Metz; and finally by a consideration of the
relationship between language and aspects of culture,

11

"For man was not created twice, once without language and once with
language. The emergence of Homo in the animal series may have been
helped by his bodily structure or his nervous organisation, but it is
due above all to his faculty of symbolic ’epresentation, the common
source of thought, language and society.” *.

Man's uniqueness in the world is the consequence of his capacity to
produce symbols,and language, the preeminent symbolic form, is the
symbol of that capacity. This much said and not seriously disputable,

it is nevertheless the case that the study of language is by no means

unproblematic,

We can accept, for example, language's universality without necessarily
accepting any value in the search for linguistic universnls.8 We can
accept that language depends on a community of speakers and also sustains
that community without necessarily accepting the validity of that community
in any given situation.9 And ve can accept that language constructs and
creates the world for man without necessarily accepting that in so doing
its capacity to do so is not otherwise determined by more "material"

10

factors and circumstances. These are abiding problems in the study of

language and they spill over as we shall see into the study of language

B

systema,‘ semiotics and narrative,
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And indeed there are further distinctions to be msde, Much of
contemporary linguistics is synchronic; it consists in the study

of language's systemic nature, in its characteristics at any one time,

¢

-y

But it was not always 30.12 Changes in language are, seemingly, no
longer of great concern. More vital, perhaps, 1s the dispute between
those vho see language in terms of & relationship between langue and
parole,in terms of a set of permanently relevant codes and rules
appropriate to the various levels of linguigtic experience, phonetics,
semantics, syntactics, and to the transformations between tgem;

and those who see language as speech, indexical, personal, sbove all
nctive.{é On the one hand the study of language lays claims to
objectivity and to science, on the other to subjectivity and to philosophy,
The source of this schism, of course, lies deep in the disciplines that

study man,

And finally there is in the study of language the distinction to be made
between 1£l different modes, both in terms of the medium of its expression,
vhether written or oral and also in terms of the different forms within

which a different language might appear,

These distinctions which otherwise bear so centrally on any consideration
of natural language must also be tclevnn§ to any discussion of other forms
of communication supposedly like language. Of course, not only is the
language of television one of sight and sound, but it is alno,‘nnd as &
consequence, one which is hardly smenable to the sort of reduction to the

minimal units that, for example, in phonetics, grounds the study of natural

language,
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'Nog is it possible, nor reasonable, to consider televigual language as a

context independent communication. If one 18 to look for rules within

it then these rules, however abstractly representea, need much that 1is
beyond them and beyond the specific communication to be fully comprehended.
Many would say the same, of course, of the study of natural language and
in particular of the attempt to reduce semantics to a play of abstract

logic.15

If one 18 to argue therefore that television is like language, and if such
an argument 18 to allow one to approach more closely to what television is,

then these questions are central.

But if television's communication can, reasonably, be considered like a
natural llnguagé it i8 both more and less than such a language, it is
less because we cannot identify two distinct levels.

of articulation,16 nor can we unambiguously define the minimal unit of
its communication (what is the equivalent to the word or lexeme in a
television programme?), But it is more, not only because of its visual
component but because by virtue of this inability to identify such units,
we are forced to consider television as a discourse; the analysis of
television and film in terms of language involves a profound change of
scale. The study of natural language, with one or two rare ﬁnd hesitant
exceptions, stops with the sent:ence.‘17 Problems of syntax, semantics

and phonology never outreach this basic unit of expression; they never

need to. So questions of language beyond the sentence involve a trans-
formation in the nature of these questions, As Emile Benveniste points
out: "The sentence, an undefined creation of limitless variety, is the

very life of human speech in action, We conclude from this that with the

sentence we leave the domain of language as a system of signs and enter

into another universe, that of language as an instrument of communication,
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whose expression is dilcourae."ls

An examination of what, if Benveniste is to be followed, must now be
television's communication rather than its language involves, ipso facto
.a concern with constraints operative beyond the sentence, Such a
movement into the study of narrative undertaken in this thesis is justified
aimpiy by such considerations. It is supported,though not unproblematically,
by those who have made in poetics and in the study of folklore a similar
movement.19 The model of the sentence, and in particular its simple
structure of subject, verb, predicate becomes a model of action which
finds its representation in narration: the hero, his action, the object
of his action.zo Beyond the sentence, narrative exists as an essential
constraint , And indeed language, story and as Ernst Cassirer suggests,
play,are essentially interrelated:

"L'activite verbale n'est pas seulement une circonstance

concomitante de toute activite de jeu: elle en est le

stimulant continuel Le gout du jeu est 114 dans une

large 1 mésure un gout de la fabulation et ne peut en etre

sépare." 21,
Narration, the act of constructing or speaking a narrative, is part of
the communication process grounded in language. Narrative both depends
on andextends language. Its forms, nlbeit‘of their very nature less
tangible, seem to work in the same way as the forms of natural language
and the distinction between langue and parole can and is made by those

who study narrative and poetics.23

Narrative constrains, To recognise thisis to recognise a further dimension
of the way in which language both limits what can be said and also through

thoge limits both constructs and destroys the world;
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~ 7 C
"Un eternale anatheme semble jete sur le langage; tout
ce qu'il nous montre: 1l nous le cache aussi, et fatalement;
dans son effort pas rendre consciente et manifeste la nature
des choa,es, pour la saisir dans sogf essence, il la deforme

et la defigure necessairement," 23
!

It is in the nature of language to misrepresent, although to suggest
that this misrepresentation is revocable is of course, by definition,
absurd. What falsehood we may detect in the language of others is
only detected through the falsehood of our own language, The creation
of the world in language is a creation of the world which is both
independent because in language we create it and dependent because the
world precedes that act of creation, The disentangling of this lies
at the heart of any consideration of language's truthfulness and by
extension,to its contribution to ideological manifestations.

However these issues are resolved two things are clear; one is that
language is not neutral in its reflection of a given reality and
secondly that that lack of neutrality is the product of an activity

in which, through language, and only through it, we come to know and to
control the world. I will of course return to these considerations

in the final section of this chapter,
pisd

To begin at the beginning - or at least with Ferdinand de Saussure,
His Course in General Linguistics has been recently much discuaagd
and much studied. His arguments are, therefore, well known. They
take as their point of departure the attempt to establish the science
of linguistics sui generis,zq and to do so therefore in a way which
makes language autonomous and irreducible. Language is neither mind

2
nor society, though it is of course both psychological and social. >
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In practice, and guided by this recognition, the study of language becomes

the study of a system and of tﬁat system's structure.26 Language is seen

in terms of an interrelation of diverse units through whose articulation

in word and sentence; meaning 1is created.27 In order to make this approach
viable three things are minimally required and much of Saussure's central
effoft is directed towards establishing them, The first is the nature

of the system, the second is its basic unit, and the third i1s the inter-

relationship of these basic units.

Language is both rules and the application of these rules; it is both langue
and 255913,28 The rules are both essential and social, they create in
language the possibility of what is in speech both accidental and individual.’
It is language (langue) which is the object of study and language is for
Saussure, "a well defined object in the heterogeneous mass of speech facts";
it is something that can be studied independently of its manifestation in
speech; it is homogeneous in that it consists only in the union of meaning
and sound images;'M and finally it is concrete: '"linguistic signs, though
basically psychological, are not abstractions; associations which bear the
stamp of collective approval - and which added together constitute language -

are realities that have their sest in the brain".30

Speech on the other hand, the specific complexity of the actual act of
communication, becomes periphera1.3l Saugsure is not concerned with the
construction of meaning in a sentence or of the grammar of a sentence, but
with the potential of meaning prior to the sentence, and to a grammar
reduced to basic essentials prior to the specific grammar of the spoken

or the written sentence, Thus he defines a different object for

linguistics than that subsequently defined for it by Noam Chomsky.32



The system is langue, therefore, and its basic units are signs.
"The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a concept

33

and a sound image.," Sounds relate to, but are independent of,

the world of material objects, a. point made more clear by Louis Hjelmslev '

to
vho sees bayond the sign an undifferentiated purport or matter/which the

34 The sign is constitited therefore

sign in {ts totality gives expression,
from within, and that doubly so, On the one hand what is important ie
its intrinsic structure, the concept and the sound image, the signified
and the signifier respectively, and on the other its inter-relationship

with other signs, a relationship which is intrinsic to the system of

Languo,

In the sign, the unity of signifier and signified, sound image and

35 Nothing naturally or necessarily connects the

concept, is arbitrary.
sound cat with the concept of cat; it is only hy convention, a convention
which differs from one language to another, that the two nre..lﬁeit
rigidly,iinkod together, Arbitrariness is not synonymous therefore with

a fluid randomness but on the contrary with a socially defined and acAOptcd
1mmutlb111ty.36 The relationship of signifier and signified in thie

sign is not natural, in the sense that it is given in the nature of things,
but it is historical (in the Marxian sense) in that it is a social production.

It is nevertheless fixcd.37

A second dimension of the sign, stressed but not given as mucﬁ consideration
as the first by Saussure, is its li.near:ity.‘38 Signs unfold in time and while
this may be obvious it is however also ambiguous, for as we shall see vhat
constitutes the system of signs in langue is, for Saussure, both time and
space (syntagmatic and associational), and it is therefore only in speech

that the exclusive linearity of the sign relation is made manifest,
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If the essential bond within.ﬁxe sign is not fixed naturally its

permanence can only be guaranteed in its relationship with the other

signs of the systeq - by its difference, Its value consists in its

unique place in a system of other unique signs, Such a value is
functional; 1t is constituted in the play of the interdependence of
distinct units, "In language there are only differences";Bq consequently
the analysis of language is principally the constituting system of these
differences, it is principally synchronic. "In language, as in any
semiological system, whatever distinguishes one sign from the others

constitutes it."éo'

In general, therefore, within the system of langue signs are to be
distinguished from each other in two ways, Of these two ways the
syntagmatic and paradigmatic (associational) identify that system as dia-
critical), each sign is defined by a grid, one dimension of which, the
syntagmatic, relates to the place of a sign in a consecutive series,

Its vllue‘is the product of its opposition to all the signs that precede
or follow it, a temporal relation based on the linear nature of language.

In a discourse words are, in Saussure's metaphor, "chained" together.

OQutside discourse, and in a sense preceding it, signs are related in their
difference in another way, In this, the paradigmatic (associational))

signs are both linked tégether and distinguished from each other simply

in the recognition that they are mutually replaceable, To replace something
by another that works equally well but differently implies the mutual

identity of the terms,but this identity is formal, The paradigmatic dimension of
langue defines the potentially infinite range of alternative terms. The
selection of one 18 by definition significant. "We see that the coordinations
formed outside discourse differ strikingly from those formed inside discourse.
Those formed outside discourse’nre not supported by linearity, Their seat

is in the brain; they are a part of the inner storehouse that makes up the
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language of each speaker, They are associative relations,

The syntagmatic relation is in pmesentia. It is based on two or more

terms that occur in an effective series. Against this, the associative

}
relation unites terms in absentia in a potentialmnemonic series."at

Sauésure's contribution to the study of lenguage and,as he anticipated,

to the study of signs in whatever form, for semiotics, is of course seminal.
But like so many séminal statements it is incomplete, It is by virtue of
his work that European structural linguistics, via Prague and in Paris and
Denmark is as it is, particularly in the study of phonology.az But it
would not be too far fetched to suggest that it is by virtue of his work
that the linguistics of Noam Chomsky is as it is - radically different in

43
all but the distinction between competence and performance ( langue and parole).

Chomsky seeks in opposition to Saussure to produce a grammar of language,
centrally concerned with syntax which, as it were, provides the operational
bridge between an abstract capacity for language and its implementation in
practice, The rules are grammatical, if one excuses the tautology, because
they relate to the underlying complexity of speech. And the rules are
syntactic because they are presumed to be independent of meaning though

this independence is not a real one, Chomsky's rules are entirely
dependent on his judgement about the meaning of the terms and their
grammaticality, Similarly the attempts to generate the intrinsic semantics
within the Chomskian mould fail precisely because knowledge of the meaning
of the terms and often arbitrary decisions about those meanings are a necessary

point of departure.44

Saussure however is centrally concerned with meaning though he never quite
says so. The value of a sign is its meaning. But there is more to
meaning than system specific value, and the meanings which language creates

quickly outrun that language, The problem has generated in general tyo
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regsponses, the first principally offered by Louis Hjelmslev has involved
digging deeper into the‘core of language and into the structure of the sign
and in i{ts constraining system, The object of Hjelmaiev's linguistics

is pure abgtraction, neither semantics nor even phonetics "but an algebra
of language, operating with unnamed entities, i.e, arbitrarily named
eﬁtities without natural designation, which would receive motivated

45

designation only on being confronted with the substance.,"

At the same time, however, Hjelmslev makes an important distinction, that
between denotation and connotation, which actually opens out the gtudy of
meaning in a way that seems inclined to leave the study of languagds

intrinsgié¢ form far behind.46

Denotation 1s‘that aspect of meaning in
which the relationship between signifier and signified is both direct and
closed., I utter the word 'gaf' and it is to cat that I refer. However

the reference to cat may in turn suggest all manner of other references
depending on the way that I say it, the context of the utterance, the values
of the ehcompassing culture, Connotation takes meaning beyond one system

and into another, Its study both defines the central task of semiotics

and also defines that task's impossibility,

Formally connotation or connotative semiotics refers to "a semiotics
whose expression plane is another semiotics",é7 or "a system whose
plane of expression is itself constituted by a signifying aystem".és
Whether connotation is just another and subsidiary coding as it is for
Umberto Eco Ag; or whether it opens up '"the general, the global and the
diffuae"so, it is this, its extensiveness, which is the point at issue.
The identification of such a dimension of meaning demands & consideration
of language's full range of references; both of its context and of its

51.
use,. For Roland Barthes , it lesds to the constitution of ideology
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and .metalanguage and for Louis Hjelmslev also, despite his intention
to found an algebraic linguistics, the study of language persistently
and essentially outruns itself: '"Linguistic theory is lead by an inner
necessity to recognise not merely the linguistic system, in its scheme
and its usage, in its totality and its individuality, but also man and
human society behind language, and all man's sphere of knowledge through

language." 32

Connotation therefore provides a link between language and other semiotic
or signifying systems and of course also a link between signifying systems
seemingly far removed from language, but it also specifies in its very

existence the reason why the pursuit of meaning must be endless,

&

This perception of the connotative dimension of language exceeds what
Saussure has given us, but at the same time provides the basic means
whereby semiotics, as a discipline can be undertaken. It provides ,as it

were the bridge from the specificity of natural language on the one hand,

the system par excellence, to the further specificities of other forms of

language and other ways of communication, Some of these depend on
natural language, others do not, but all of them it {8 presumed, can be
understood in their capacity to generate meaning through the principles of
analygia generated from the study of natural language and undertaken

initially by Saussure,

IV

Television is one such signifying system and as such it is both complex

and so far little atudied.53

Its complexity lies both in its specific
nntufa, that it is a unique medium, but also in its use of other signifying
systems, say for example narrative, which are themselves complex. 1In this

it is like cinema, and of coﬁrse the comparison goes a long way. Both
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media are gimilarly constituted in their use of image, sound, dialogue,
music, noise and titles, So close indeed are they that one student of
the cinema and film, Christian Metz, finds it hard to make a clear cut

distinction at the level of signification between th.em.s4

It 1s therefore worth turning to the work of Christian Metz and this for
a number of reasons. Firstly he does in the full rsnge of his work
provide a very precise methodological account of how a film can be
understood semiotically, This involves most centrally consideration of
the cinema as & language or more precisely as a language system.ss

He i1illustrates, in this, the nature of the move from the study of natural
language to that of other forms of communication. Secondly his ittempt
is oriented towards establishing the specific nature of the cinema and
the cinematic, and here the concern is to establish what it is that marks
the uniqueness of the cinema, and what correlatively the cinema actually
uses which might be considered as more general, Thirdly, and paradoxically,
such a search raises questions as to the non-specificity of cinema, in
other words questions about what it has in common with other forms of

comnunication,. And this leads me, at least,to a consideration of narrative

as such,

As a preface let me refer in a little more detail to Christian Metz's
comments on the relationship between cinema and television without which
any argument purporting to be about television but cast exclusively in

terms of cinema might seem like a sleight of hand,

In his discussion in Cinema and Ianguage, Metz acknowledgesthe technologica{i
the socio-political and the socio-psychological and effective differences

between the two media.56 The first are obvious , the second involve the

different relationship with the state and the different processes of
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decision making involved in administration and production, and the third

pre-éminently,involve differences in the conditions of reception. However,
intrinsically ‘“inema and television are nothing more than two neighbouring
language systems, but ones which push this relationship much further than

is ordinarily done".57 Cinema and television are two technologically

and soclally distinct versions of a single language sytem, This is

defined in terms of its five dimensions, the auditory of which appear in
their full phenomenal and perceptual richness, and the visual (iconic)

manifesting "a partial and incomplete perceptual analogy in relation to

the reproduced object," >8

What distinguishes television and cinema, for Metz, paradoxically from
the point of view of this analysis, is their use of narrative - narrative
being considered more important to the cinema than to television.$9“

This may wall be true, though it depends on assumptions about the nature
of narrative which may not be correct, and in particular on the assumption

that narrative forms are only manifest in the dramatic, as opposed to the

documentary. This remains to be established,

Christian Metz however does recognize what it is importarit for my argument
(inter alia) to establish and that is that the proper codes of narration
(and the very fact of narrativity) are neither cinematic nor televisual

but much more broadly anthropological and cultural, %0~

His work grows out of a traditionwhich begins with the work of Sergei
Eisenstein, whose attempts in theory and in practice to generate a
proletarian art of the cinema lead him to examine the visual structure
of the film, Eisenstein was concerned with its particular nature, and
with the means whereby, in the juxtaposition of image, meaning would be
created in it.6l Metz is similarly concerned. Both he and Eisenstein

seek the language of cinema,
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Following Metz, then, in an gnalysis of this relationship, we can begin
by making a series of distinctions whose origin is in the work of Louis
Hjelmslev's dissection of the nature of the sign{§2 Saussure's primary
distinction within the unit of signification, the sign, was between, as
we have seen, the signifier (gignifiant) and the signified (signiff;}, the
lnﬁter referring to the conceptual image, the fofmer to its material-
isation in word or morpheme., Hjelmslev argued63 that in fact each of
the two dimensions of the sign, he called them expression and content
regpectively, can be further analyzed. To do this involves making a
threefold distinction applied identically to each of the terms, Both
expression and content consist in a relation of form, substance and
purport (or matter). The substance is what results from the imposition
of form, the product of a particular language, on purport, the unformed
material outside language, Purport in a sense both precedes language
but at the same time has no existence outside 1anguage.64 A particular
language, with its particular construction generates substance, which
can be conceilved of as purport formalized., As Hjelmslev writes:

"Just as the same sound can be put into different moulds, and the same
cloud takes on every new shapes, go also the same purport is formed or
structured differently in different languages. What determines its
form is solely the functions of the language, the sign function and the
functions deducible therefrom. Purport remains, e#ch time substance
for a new form, and has no possible existence except through being

6
substance for one form or another." >
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Schematically this can be represented as follows:

Ihe purport = The substance of the expressioé} = Saussure's

The form Signifier
The purport - t Saussure's
The form The substance of the content } = Signified

In'Metz's analysis of the cinematic this classification reappears,

though not unproblematically. Purport seems to refer to the pre-
semiotic, to matter. We might wish to ask, for example, whether recorded
music, recorded noise or recorded phonetic sound are the gsame when they
appear on a film as opposed to on a record. The notion of purport

allows us to formulate the existence of that which is common to, but
perhaps differently given substance by, these two media of expression.

This is a refinement which finds little place in Metz's own considerations,
for his principal concern is with the relationship between expression

and content, and it is to this that I will now turn,

With regard to the content the substance refers to the data or information
derived from the world at large, and the form to its moulding.66 For
example, I might tell a story (form) about Red Riding Hood (substance)

and my telling will draw on all manner of informatifon from the world at

large (purport). This will be incorporated into the tale and thereby

given substance. The story in its content is complete.

The same stories (contents) however can be presented in different media;
they can be told in different modes of expression, At thislevel of
expression the distinction between form and substance holds, In the
cinema the substance refers to the five dimensions which together give
it its specificity; as I have already mentioned, they are moving

photographic images, recorded noise, phonetic sound, recorded musical

sound, and written titles, The form of the expression then refers to

"the set of perceptual configurations recognisible in these ( five)



_5[4..

substances; for example the regular recurrence of a syntagmatic
asgociation between a particular phase of dialogue and some visual
motif etc".67“ Montage, in Eisenstein's theory, exists at this level -

that of the form of the expression or signifier,

Metz, principally concerned with the gpecificity of cinema, is in turn
almosé entirely involved with the analysis of its expression and with

its form, He 4is concerned to identify what constitutes the cinema as
such, with questions of how it is constructed and above all-with its
capacity to generate meaning. His analysis of narrative, of the
syntagmatics of cinematic language, is thus an analysis in terms of its
technical specificity, Narrative for Metz is the narrative of expression
and its significance lies in the particular way cinema in its films
constructs its texts, But, as I have already remarked, narrative exists
also at the level of content, and here the problems transcend the partic-
ularity of the cinema, and are located-in the realm of narrative as such.

68 -

Metz acknowledges the difference of course, "The narrated event, which

is a significate in the semiotics of narrative vehicles (and notably of

the cinema), becomes a signifier in the semiotics of narrativity."

Metz is concerned principally, then, with the form of the expression,

with that part of the filmic experience which is particular to that medium,
and with the possible exception of television, to no other, He is
concerned, therefore, with the definition of the cinematic, with an
understanding of the cinemas, The distinction, that between film and
cinema, occupies a great part of his terminological and methodological

treatise, Cinema and Language, and it represents the key to Metz's own

exploration of the nature of the language of the medium,
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I shall in this discussion attempt to be brief, The basic distinction
is that between cinema and film. The film is what we see and hear. It
has a materiality, It has a beginning and an end. It is produced.

It conveys meaning.and we can analyse it, We can consider it as a text,
self-contained, coherent, articulate, multi-faceted and multi-levelled.
When we watch a film we receive messages or even a dominant message,

We identify themes, We follow & plot, We are moved or informed, or
both; our experience is aesthetic and cognitive. But our understanding
of a film is not based just on what we see and hear, but also on what we
bring to it from our non-filmic cultural experience, an experience which

the film itself embodies and perhaps transforms.69

The content of the film is therefore not exclusively the property of film.
It 18 however presented systematically and if we are to understand it, or
theorize about it, we have to deconstruct what is given - the text of the
film in all its wany dimensions. That deconstruction involves a
reconstruction too, and it involves simultaneously the distinction between
film and cinema.70 Metz writes:

"The goal toward which all descriptive work strives is not the

film as a real discourse,.,, for the latter is already an

achieved object before the analysis even begins., What a

description hopes to establish is, rather, the system which

organizes this realization: the structure of this text, and not

the text itself, The system is no where clearly visible

in the actual unwinding of the film: a system, as such,

is never directly attested." 7!l
Cinema, in Metz's terminology, is both what is specific to film and to
filmic discourse and is, at the same time, a construction of analysis,
The cinema is defined by what is present in films, "The sum of traits
which in the films themselves are taken to be chamcteristic of what is

sensed to be a certain 'language syltem'."'72

The analogy of the
differemce between film and cinema is to be found in the difference between

a book and literature,
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The phrase 'language system' is an important one, and it marks a point
at which the model of natural language reaches its limits when faced with
a signifying system of another order, Metz 18 increasingly concerned
to define the linguistic nature of the cinema not in terms of the tight

coherence of the langue-parole model of natural language, but in terms of

a relationship of parole, the speech/texts of film, and a language
system, The difference is clear, The notion of langue suggests a
singularity of structure, of one code, from which the events of speech
are constructed, Cinema, unlike natural language, has not one code,

but many, and a film, unlike an act of natural speech is constructed
according to many codes, some of which are exclusively cinematic, others
of which are not and will appear, like narrative, in other media of
communication, "Thus just as a single code may be manifested in several
language systems, a single language system may manifest several codes,

some of which may not be specific to 1t.W73

Codes, then, are specific levels of structuring; we can identify camera
movements, juxtapoéitiona of image and sound, size and scale of shot as
specifically cinematic codes; narrative, music, images offashion in
clothes or other consumables as filmic but not exclusively cinematic
codes, The language system of cinema then comprises all the codes

which can be theoretically and practically interwoven in the construction
of a particular filmic or televisual text, Metz again; "... to speak
of language systems as specific combinations of codes is to say that each

language system is the gite of a work of structuration, of a specific

dynamic which ends up by conferring on the diverse 'regrouped' codes
positions which they did not have anywhere except in this system, which

thus characterizes the language system and not its codes."74



-57_.

Metz is then able to make distinctions as between general and particular
codes, between the crmmstic and the non-cinemetic, between code and sub-code,
between codes of expression and codes of substance.75 The multiplicity
of codes present in the cinema destroys the coherence and hombgeneity

of langue, The cinema is multiform, and as a result there are no easily
identified or dominant basic units; one can break up the text in many
ways according to the different levels of structuring which can be
identified as at work within it. The notion of the cinematic sign is

therefore of little worth276“

The formulation of the language of cinema as a language system is a

product of Metz's more mature thinking. 1In his earlier work, and in

particular in his Essais’/ the existence of a system as such is not clearly
articulated.

Nevertheless that early work is worthy of consideration, not only because

in it he attempts to make a number of clear distinctions between cinema

and natural language, but also and as a result of these attempts, he

undertakes an explanation of what he calls '"la grande syntagmatique",

the formalization of the basic chronological (syntagmatic) structuring

of the cinema. Such a formulation, which essentially consists in an

attempt to establish the basic units of filmic expression, grows out

of his exploration of the difference between natural language and

cinematic communication,. I have already mentioned some of them,

The cinema has no langue, It is also, for Metz, a one way communication,

The image (le plan filmique) does not manifest much that makes it

equivalent to the sign in natural language. In Metz's mercurial style
"Le signification cin;hatogrdphique est toujours motiviiL jamais
nrbitraire."78 The key to the relationship of signifier and signified
in cinema is not arbitrariness but motivation, and that motivation is
predominantly analogical, Both'image and sound in film resemble their

objectyg.
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Questionshowever remain. There are considerable problems, for example, in defin-
ing the basic unit of the cinema., 1Is it comparable to the word of

natural language, or to the sentence? Can the basic unit be broken down

like the word into its own congtituent units; does it in other words

as I have already remarked,

manifest two levels of articulation? Metz's conclusion/ is that the

cinema does not manifest a first level of articulation parallel to the

phonemic in natural language, and that the basic units must indeed be

considered more like sentences than words.80 But even here there is

a qualification, "Since the shat . is not made of words, it can

"correspond'" only externally to the sentence, i.e, in relation to discéurse.

As long as one seeks internal equivalence, one will be lead into an

81
impassge."

This limited equivalence is justified in his jpaper Denotation dans le film

de fiction82 by five considerations, Firstly there are an infinite
number of images, while the number of words in a natural language is
limited., Secondly these images are the creation of the film maker ,
again as such more like sentences than words, Thirdly the information
they provide the viewer of the film is indefinite, No amount of verbal
description could exhaust what an image contains. Fourthly the image
is an assertion, It speaks about something. "L'image d'une maison ne

signifie pas 'maison',mais Voici une maison'; l'image intégre en elle-
meme ses embrayeurs verbaux, de seul fait qu'elie figure dans un film".83
And finally, and perhaps most importantly, signification in the cinema
depends very little on paradigmatic opposition or comparison, Because
each image is virtually unique, its meaning is not derived from its
juxtaposition with other potential images, whose number is infinite,

but with its juxtaposition with other images previously or about to be
present in the film. "Le grand ph;hom;na linguistique de l'églairement

des unités pféhentes par lesunités absente§ ne joue pas au cinema."s4
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The cinema is an art of presence, "Everything is present in film;
hence the obviousness of film, and hence also its opacity. The
clarification of present by absent units occurs much less than in verbal
language, The relationships in praesentia are so rich that they render
the strict organisation of in absentia relationships superfluous and

difficult, A film is difficult to explain because it is easy to understand.
185

The image impresses itself on us, blocking everything that is not itself,'

The significance of this paradigmatic poverty is clear., It leads Metz

at once to a recognition of the syntagmatic as the heart of cinematic
signification, and to narrative as its manifestation; "... it was precisely
to the extent that the cinema confronted the problem of narration ;hat,

in the course of successive gropings, it came to produce a body of

specific signifying procedures."86 It is the ways in which cinema
constructs itself in the film, and to the questions of "successivity,
procession, temporal breaks, causality, adversative relationships,
consequence, spatial proximity, and distance," which define what is
esgential,,. "Cinematographic language" is first of all the literalness

8
of a plot®,~

Before congsidering in more detail Metz's analysis of cinematic narrativity,
a summary of what has been said so far is in order, The starting point
is the distinction between film and cinema, between the text and its codes
and between the activity of communication and the analytically determined
conditions for the possibility of that communication. The language of
cinema is not governed by a unitary langue, but by a language system,
multiply coded, and these codes are of two kinds; those that are
restricted to the cinema, and those that are not. Each will be

presented in any given film, and because each film is a unique text,

the films themselves are included among the codes of the language

system as a whole, Furtherﬁore each film is an act of creation,

not just using or being constrained by, the various codes available,
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but actually extending and modifying them, The relationship, then,
between the parole and the langue of the cinema is more open and more

fluid than that in natural language,

Significance in the cinema is predominantly dependent on units, difficﬁlt
to define or to isolate, which are both larger than the equivalent
basic-units of natural language (words, morphemes,phonemes), less

precise and are motivated, Both in terms of denotation, the specific
anological reference of image to object,and connotation, the essentially
symbolic reference of image and its range of potential meanings, the
relations of signifier and signified are not arbitrary, In addition
these two dimensions of signification relate to the two contexts in which
meaning is generated in a film: within it, denotative, and beyond it,
connotative, The former is essentially the domain of the cinematic, the
latter that of the culture as a whole, A film obviously is involved
with both, Howevér Metz is principally concerned with what is specif-

ically cinematic and this concern leads, precisely because it recognizes

the poverty of the paradigmatic dimension in film language, to a discussion

of narrative,

Narrative, for Metz, is the pivotal structure in the generation of
cinematic signification - in syntagmatics, in presence and in the
juxtaposition of the images throughout the length of the film, It is
to the study of narrative that Metz, initially, at least, brings his
attention, He recognizes that while the images of cinema differ from
each other enormously, the structures of films resemble each other quite
closely, "While no image ever entirely resembles sanother image, the
great majority of narrative films regemble each other in their principal

syntagmatic figures. Filmic narrativity..... by becoming stable through

convention and repetition over innumerable films, has gradually shaped

itself into forms that are more or less fixed, but certainly not immutable."

88
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The 'grande syntagmatique', Metz's formalisation of the basic modes

of cinematic denotation, 1§ essentially a schema for the analysis of
narrative, In this analysis Metz is concerned to isolate the units
through which the.atoriea, themes and actions in films can be and are
told,'89 He is concerned, for example, with the way that juxtaposition
of images chronologically cen in a certain formation generate the image
of simultaneity, He is concerned, then, with the specific way in whith

the ¢cinema constructs its taleas, 90

The emphasis is on construction, It i8 in narration as opposed to
description that the discourse of film is generated?l Every narrative
is a closed sequence, a temporal sequence in which the time of the telling

ie different from the time of what is told (diegesis). 1In Film Language

Metz defines narrative as "A closed sequence that proceeds by unrealizing

gz'and as one of the great anthropological

a temporal sequence of events",
forms of perception. The analysis of narrative in specifically cinematic
terms is at once the analysis of the primary processes and units of
denotation available to the film-maker and to the film audience.‘gé

It is, always, an analysis of the form of the expression, of the way in

which cinema tells its tales, and not the form of the content, of the

way in which tales are told in any, or perhaps every medium,

The final, though still provisional, formulation of the 'la grande
syntagmatique' has eight baaicmcegories.'g4 It is & classification
which has occasioned much comment, not least by Metz himself, Both
the clarity and the relevance of the analysis remains open to question.
The categories seem more applicable to film of 'classic' narrative
structure, for example the films of Holywood or Ealing, than to those

like Tout va Bien, which have sought to revolutionize traditional forms

95 .
of film making. They are also not always easy to apply, even to
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those filmic or televisual texts which fit the classic model, Metz's

analysis of Adieu Philipine suggests that much interpretive work is

necessary before attaching the correct label to the sequence,
Nevertheless as I have found in my own analysis of the television play,
the categories and the form of the analysis offered by Metz both fit
well and allow me,as7preliminary to the work I subsequently undertake,
to break up the continuity of the text into manageable, classifiable

units of expresaion.97

The eight units of Metz's 'grande syntagmatique' in increasing order of

temporal and spatial complexity are as follows:

The simplegt unit is that of the shot, It is an autonomous segment
defined by a unity of space, of an image unbroken by a cut in the film

or in video, by a change of camera., One can distinguish the shot-sequence
in which within this basic unity a continuing or developing descriptive

or narrative action can be gseen, and the ingert, of various forms, which

act as visual interjections in a sequence of greater complexity,

Beyond the simplicity of the shot we are faced with a distinction between
those gyntagmatic units which have a temporal function, and those which

do not, between the chronological and the a-chronological. There are

two kinds of a-chronological syntagms; the parallel or alternating
syntagm in which alternate images are presented which indicate without
.reference to time or to action, a symbolic coherence, The other, the
bracketing or embracing syntagm, brings together a succession of images,
again without any temporal reference, and again the purpose is to indicate

a symbolic coherence,
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of the
In practice this vernion/a-chronological syntagm is often difficult to

distinguish from the most primitive of the chronological syntagms,

Metz calls it descriptive, which while manifesting a temporal dimension,

refers to simultaneity rather than to sequentiality, Succesgsive images aré
linked together spatially but at the same time there is a suggestion of a tempo:
connection between them, for example in a description of the countryside

one might see first a tree, then a branch of a tree, then perhaps a

stream, and then a hillside.

Narrative syntagms proper, those presenting sequential time can also have
two forms: those that refer to more than one piece of time, as it were,
within the unit as a whole and those that refer to a single linear time,
The former is the alternating syntagm, for example in a chase, where two
separate events, separate in space, time and action, are juxtaposed in an
alternation which signifies simultaneity. They are happening at the same

time,

The simplest of the linear syntagms, and one much used in the television plays
used to illustrate the arguments of this thesis,ga‘is the scene, The

scene manifests a temporal and spatial unity and also a unit of action,

The image and the diegesis are one., The scene, like the scene in the
theatre, is played in real time; the action is limited to one piece of

continuous space,

Contrasting with this simple unity of space and time, Metz places two
types of sequence, strictly speaking. The first, the ordinary sequence,
presents an image of continuous space and action but one in which temporal
continuity 18 broken, A scene is broken, reduced or pointed by the
elimination of items which are of no interest., The second, the episodic
sequence, brings together interdependent acts different in time and

place, whose juxtaposition generates a symbolic message, The breaks in
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time are often of importance and signify, in their absence, development,

A number of brief comments are in order at this stage. Mets 1is aware,
as we have seen, Sf the limitations of this formulation, He points

out the range of its application, to its deductive ufatuo and to the
possibility and the necessity of refining it inductively, He also
draws attention to {ts mutability, the result of the continuous activity
of film constantly affecting the code, constantly creating new modes of

expression.,’

Above all in his comments on the nature of the Grandesyntagmatique Mete

raises the question of the nature of the narrative, and in doiné 80
brings ‘ace to fnci its two dimensions. On the one hand, we have seen,
there 18 the narrativity of cinems, on the other narrativity as such,

the generalised, perhaps universal capacity to tell stories; the
cultural rather than the cinematic fact of narration, Within this
juxtapooiﬁion 1ies & recognition of the dependence of film on its host
culture and a recognition too that within these relatively large minimal
units there can be identified countless smaller entities whose source and
justification lie beyond the film, beyond the cinematic, Metz writes:

"Thus when it reaches the level of the wmall' elements, the
seniotics of the cinema encounters its limits, and its
competence is no longer certain, Whether one has desired

it or not, one suddenly finds oneself refemed to the myriad
winds of culture, the confused murmurings of a thousand other
utterances: the symbolism of the human body, the language of
objects, the system of colours...,.. In each of these cases....
the study (indispensible by the way) of the properly filmic
creations of the appropriate significations will provide us
with no essential paradigm: for those great creative

tropes of meaning and of humanity will remain embedded in
culture where only a very general semantics can illuminate
them - ‘even if their deep scattered appearance in films
contributes,in return, to their partial reformulation,"00
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Paramount nmohg these'diverpe semiotics is the code of narration, le
£§é££‘ and my task is the disentangling of it from that which 1is
specifically cinematic or specifically televisual. Their inter-
dependence is clear, but so is their independence, Metz in recognising
the distinction takes one path, that towards the cinema, and he makes the
point {in this way: "Il ixiatn.donc deux enterprises distinctes et

qui ne sauraient se remplacer 1l'une 1l'autre: d'une part la o‘aiologio
du film narratif (coume celle que nous temtons); d'autre part 1"nn}yoc
structurale de la narrativit& elle-méme (Vladimir Propp, Claude Bremond
etc.), c'est-i-dire du récit considerd ' independammert des vehicules
informatifs qui le prennent en chargc‘(film, livre eatec.). )

L'évennement narr;, qui est un signifid par la semiologie des vehicules,
101

devienﬁ un signifiant pur la sémfologie de la narrativité,"

I,in this thesis, will now take the othe€ path; in other words.towards the
diocucniop of narrative in its non-specificity, its cultural generality.
Hovainr, discussion of his work has been well worthwhile, Firstly because
in it the relation between language and another semiotic system is made
clear, Cinema is both more and less than natural language; in its
multiplicity, its motivation, 19 the pre-e;innnco of the syntagmatic,
Secondly the analysis of the way in which film, as a medium, structures
its expression, and particularly {ts syntagmatic forms of expression,
establishes the context for a similar snalysis of television. Television
¢s & medium may therefore also be noro’or less than cinema in this
respect; though in what precise ways remains to be established,

Finally Metz defines the centrality of narrative for an analysis of

cinema nnd also by implication, of tclcvinion.
v

From the point of view of its expression, television is like film; as
the film or yideo unwinds we are presented with & succession of sounds

and images, a succession governed by rules we know and which make the
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text readable., But clearly television is not expression alone,
I would 1like in this final section to turn to its content, though still
in terms of its form in order both to draw out some of the wider
implications of the discussion so far amd to act as a prolegomenon

to the considerations of myth and narrative which follow,

Substantively what will be asserted is this: that television is8 a public
form ;f communication whose language is restricteéd in the sense of the term
used by Basil Bernsteinlo%‘ it is moreover by virtue of its form - in
expression the result of its particular technology, in content the result
of its narrative structures - an oral rather than a literate medium,

And it is by virtue of both, the restriction of its language and its
orality, generative of a folk culture, ritually preserved and to a degree
ritually controlled. 1Inevitably the issues raised will outrun what it
possible to discuss here, but I will return to them in subsequent
chapters, Equally the essentially central role of narrative to the
language of television's content will be presumed. The demonstration of
that centfality will be the substance of Chapters 5 and 6, though even

then much further work will need to be done,

The work of Basil Bernstein on the nature of language and in particular

on its distinctive manifestations providesan excellent starting point,

It is however important to realise that this work itself has its heritage
in previous study of language although it differs from {t in significant
degrees., 1In particular,from the point of view of the arguments here, it
differs from the theories of language suggested by Benjamin Lee Whorf
What unites both Whorf and Bernstein is a recognition of language's
central importance in defining perceptual limits and thereby creating dis-
tinct thought worlds particular to each language community., What dis-
tinguishes them, of course, is the part ascribed in this linguistic

103

determination to the social structure Indeed the nature of that
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determination both between language and thought on the one hand,and language

and society on the other,is a fundamentally unsolved problem for sociology.

For Benjsmin Whorf iangusge is a law unto itself; 4its rules covert and
overt, define both what it is possible to say and what it is possib}e

to perceive, At the heart of a distinct culture, lies a distinct language
and each language and each culture is unable to express, to understand or
to know what may be perfectly accessible to its neighbour. For Basil
Bemstein on the other hand language is crucially related to/gggial
structure and in particular, though to a degree contentiously to class
relationa.loa Language for Bernstein, is more of a mediator than a
creator, though a particular social group speaks distinctly and that
distinction of speech limits as for Whorf what can be said and under-

stood within 1it,

The arguments for and against both the linguigtic relativity thesis, as
Whorf's case is labelled and Bernstein's correlation of class code and
educability are well-known and they need not be of central concern nowlos.
Suffice it to say that there is no need to ingist on the impossibility of
mutual translation for some important aspects of either thesis to be |
maintained, While it may be empirically impossible to demonstrate in what
precise way language limits and controls cognition it is perfectly demon-
strable that different cultures express themselves differently and that in
so doing many other significant differences including their particular
view of the world will be affected. Individuals or groups may become bi-
lingual or be able, at the drop of an experimental hat, to discard that

with which they are most familiar and most comfortable, It is however just

this effortless familiarity with one's own natural language which is the

/)
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source of the plausibility of the relativity thesis, It is indeed
precisely as to the weight given to the language as an autonomously
determinant facet of human experience or alternatively to its dependence
on other determinanté, to the structured interests expressed in social

relations, that the arguments continue‘loq

We can therefore and following Wherf and Bernstein enquire into the

nature of television's language and do 80 now in terms of its content rather
than its expression, The concern is still with its form however; to what
is common and underlays the many diverse waysof presenting material in

this particular medium,

Television's communication is both indiscriminate and precise, It is in-
discriminate because there is no choice, no control over who is to receive
it, no direct communication between speaker and 1istener¥371t is continuous
and total: it can be turned on or off at will, It can be watched or
listened to (or both) by those who agree or disagree or may not even
understand with what it {8 they are faced., But it is precise, in the sense
that it 1a a singular communication, inflexible to the normal demands of
social interagtion and oriented therefore to a unitary receiver; the
audience, who have perhaps nothing more in common than their television aegps
Vhatever the interpretation offered as to the social, economic or political
structure where this is the case, the presumed unity of the television
audience is a central phenomenon and must be the starting point for any
analysis of the nature of television's communication, The massness of
television has been t?e :ubject of much discussion and the concept of mass

t is

society much decried, /however in the sense just implied an inevitable

facet of any consideration of television. Televigion is a medium of mass
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communicationlog,

Much then is assumed in the communication, and for this reason if for

no other it is public‘lloin the sense of the term suggested by Basil
Bernstein, It is publicin the enforced denial of individuality and

the correlative assertion of the generality of the context in which the
communication is undertaken, The communication is public therefore

in terms of what is assumed and what the effects?ghat assumption_ bave

on its form. Public language in. the context of mother-child interactionm,
for example, has for Bernstein the following characteristics, It "contains
few personal qualifications, for it is essentially a language where the
stress 18 on emotive terms employing concrete, descriptive, tangible and
visual symbolism. The nature of the language tends to limit the verbal

"
expression of feeling.ll‘

The stress is on expressive symbolism and on
the present., No elaborate logic or ability to qualify allows for the
deferral of gratification or indeed for much more than a simple description

of & sequence of events. The world of public language i8 & world of the

here and now,

From the point of view of television's language and its public character
it is important to stress the significance of the non-verbal; for what
might be in face-to-face interaction the glance, the movement of the hand,
becomes in television the whole central panoply of the image. Important
too is the stress on the immediate, and many writers have noted the demand
in television and filmic communication of the here and of the prenant.llz
There 18 no past in televisionneither that of the societynor of the

individual. The image like the glance exists only once., R,P,Kolker and

J. Douglas Ousley write of film in this way: "Far from being 'realistic'



_70_

film suppresses ordinary reality as much as possible and replaces it with
an artefact of space and time, ‘The space and time of the viewer is all

but erased and replacedby the film,.,, But while one is viewing the film all
places and movements ;re present when they are shown. Film has no past

113

tense, no was." This is how it was: this is how it will be. Television

in this regard is identical to film.

The immediate, the visual, the expressive symbolism - ail lead

to a view of public language as essentially social: dependent on and
defining a common set of experiences which make communication relatively
simple and uncluttered. 1t is as Bernstein suggests a language of implicit

meaning.

Once Bernstein's analysis is pushed further, it is the restricted nature of
public language on which he settles; the restricted and elaborated code
is the very familiar dichotomy which results, The distinction rests at the

114
level of lexicon and syntax on difference of predictability and choice.

What changes in any move from the restricted to the elaborated code is the
amount that is taken for granted in and around a particular act of
communication; a language of restricted code will be deeply embedded in

the common familiarity of context shared by the interlocuters; that of the
elaborated code will be relatively free of this indexicality, little can be
assumed and much needs to be spelled out precisely and made verbal, Much of
the language on television is of this latter type; much of it is personal,
individual and able to express subtle differences. However it is the
argument now that the language of television and in particular the language

expressed in narrative and of narrative, is predominantly restricted.
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Bernstein writes of the relationship between the restricted code and the
social circumstances that both .produce it and are created by it in the

- following way.- It 18 a rich passageiand it deserves to be quoted in full:

"A restricted code will arise where the form of the social relation
is based upon closely shared identifications, upon an extensive range
of shared expectations, upon a range of common assumptions. Thus a
restricted code emerges where the culture or sub-culture raises the
"we" above "I", Such codes will emerge as both controls and trans-
mitters of the culture in such diverse groups as prisons, the age group
of adolescents, army, friends of long standing, between husband and
wife, The use of a restricted code creates social solidarity at the
cost of the verbal elaboration of individual experience, The type of
social solidarity realised through a restricted code points towards
mechanical solidarity, whereas the type of solidarity realised through
elaborated codes points towards organic solidarity, The form of
communication reinforces the form of the social relation rather than
creating a need to create speech which uniquely fits the intentions
of the npeakera".l
What then is the social basis for the restriction of television's language?
In natural language, Bernstein argues,this is fundamentally parochial. The
paradigm is the primary group: the interaction crucially face-to-face.
Yet the social context of television as I have already suggested is potentially
at least,the complete society. If this is so then it may be possible to
suggest that the restriction of television's code could be based on and at
the same time generate what we could call national parochiality - or
indeed in many ways an international parochiality, The notion of the
global village generated by the electronic media of communication as
postulated by Marshall McLuhan is a8 similar one, though whereas he stresses

the totally synaesthetic experience generated by television and its instantan-

116
seity , 1 am suggesting that it is on the nature of the language that the
argument can be based., Bernstein too, though in a different context,
speculates o™ the presence of ‘a: common culture shared by all members of

& soclety and determined by the specific nature of the general codes or

17
language at its syntactic or morphological levels.]
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Let me summarize. For Basil Bernstein the restricted code is generated

in social circumstances in which interaction is dependent on familiarity
and within which a great deal is shared, His example is the long-married
husband and wife, where the intensity of communication is dependent as much
upon gesture, facial expression, the unsaid,as upon the specifically verbal.
The ﬁotion of the restricted code therefore implies not just restriction

at this level of syntax and lexical choice, but also in the nature of society,
and to the fact that the society is restricted in its extent., It is the
latter, in a consideration of television which needs qualification, For it
is precisely in the generality of restriction that television operates,

Its codes, restricted when compared with other forms of communication,
agsume and are assumed by members of the society who do in fact participate
in a culture a significant part of which, if only by virtue of television,

{8 indeed common,

Television cannot appeal to difference and to social and cultural
specificity because it has no or very 11t§1e control over who will be party
to its communication. It must therefore appeal, in both senses, to what is
shared albeit minimally by the widest possible group in society - in other

words by and to everyone,

What then {8 restricted about televisioq's language? It is necessary to

say firét of all that it is the discourse of television that is the object

of consideration, Television,ags I have said,plays host to all manner of
speech both restricted and elaborated in Bernstein's sense, To talk now

of televiaioﬂslanguage - more precisely of its communication - is not to talk
of the words and sentences that one hearsbut of the units of discourse, pre-
eminently of a narrative order, which are much larger than the sentence and

more full in the sense of comprialing'nnci being dependent on the image as well
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as the spoken word, It is in the arrangement, the predictability of these

discursive units, thatthe restricted nature of televisionkiq grounded.

The purpose of subsequent chapters ic to illustrate in what way this is so.
It will be enough té say now that it is on what has been called the
narrative ntructurelof televi;iom and by that I mean not just the
chfonological but also the logical or non-linear structures of the texts,

. not
that the argument rests. Television's programmes are predictable/in terms

of the words or the events, details of content, but in the ways of their
display or ordering. They share this of course with other forms of
contemporary communication: some but not all films, comic-strips, popular

novels , novelettes, and so on'l®,

What makes television so particular

in this regard is the intensity and consistency of this structuring, an
intensity dependent on the presence of the image and a consistency dependent
on the totality of its communication, Story telling is an archetypal form
of restricted communical:i.on“9 and television/%gry little more than a

medium for the telling of stories, Indeed it tells its stories in ways
that are not new. The communication generated through the medium of
television is fundamentally an oral one. Although borrowing from and to

a degree still depending upon the tradition of literate communication,it

nevertheless opposes them, In television the individuality of the written

word i8 transcended by the communality of the visual . and/or oral image.

This thesis is not a new one but it has I believe been insufficiently under-
stood and explored.rzgarshall McLuhan in the brilliant haze of his writing
makes the point often and forcefully, His work is studded with references
to and significantly depends upon this transformation which is theproduct

of the electronic as opposed to the mechanical, For example, in Under-

standing Media he writes this:
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"Our old industrialised areas, having eroded their oral
traditions automatically are in a position of having to 121
rediscover them, in order to cope with the electronic age,"

Television is central to this process:
"Television completes the cycle of the human sengsorium, With
the omni-present ear and the moving eye, we have abolished writing,
the specialised acoustic and visual metaphor that established the
dynamics of Western civilisation" 122,

a quotation continued in Counterblast in the following grandiloquent way:

"We begin again to structure the primordial feelings and emotions

from which 3,00?2§ears of literacy divorced us. We begin again

to live a myth":
McLuhan's thesis, derived from the works of Harold Innes, and developed
variously in words and pictures, is that of a technological determinism in
which the nature of communication changes fundamentally with changes in the
technology of the transmission; the message is dependent on the medium.124
Accordingly such fundamental aspects of our perception, our notions of time
and space pre-eminently, are vulnerable to these changes. The languages the
each medium constructs for itself creates, in its idiosyncrasy a particular
world.,  The written and then the printed word mark the first transformation,

from an oral, communil, familiar and formulaic world into a literate,

individual, particular and linear one, The electronic media, by virtue of
their juxtaposition of sound and image, the speed and directness of their
communication, and the range of their reference have recreated the oral

world on a grand scale, We are in the midst, McLuhan would have us

believe, of a new perceptual revolution,

The argument distorted by fashion and blurred by excess is nevertheless
& cogent one, It has its echoes in recent work and in particular in that
of Jack Goody who refuses reasonably enough the monocausality of McLuhan's

efforts, indeed stressing literacy rather than printing as the primum mobile.

But nevertheless Goody remains quite firmly attached to the technological

and the technical .1 25
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The distinction between the oral and the written is therefore an important
one and the role of different media in creating and sustaining one or the

other of these dominant forms of communication is central.

Two preliminary points ought to be made. Firstly it is by no means the case

that there is unanimity amongst students of language that there is any

difference between written and spoken language, Ferdinand de Saussure126

and Edward Sapir”7 for example both deny any significance to such differences;
writing to them is no more than an extension of speech and does not alter it
in any major way., Secondly there is no homology between the restricted and

128

the oral, as Bernstein in a footnote acknowledges Yet clearly as will

be seen, the characteristics which identify the distinctiveness of restricted
conmunication are broadly those belonging to oral communication; it is

unrecorded speech which depends most on context, the gesture and the glance.

Television is not written., The script of a play, a documentary or a news-
an
cast may be, but the performances is/audio-visual experience which is immediate,

ephemeral and in s certain sense direct, Until very recently television was un-

recordable; 4t is still and will always be,impossible to fully transcribe,
as
What then are the formal characteristics which identify it/a predominantly

oral medium and what are the implications of such identification?

L. 8. Yygotsky, in considering the development of language skills as
children grow up,makes the following basic distinction;

"Written speech is a separate linguistic function,differing from oral
speech in both structure and mode of functioning. Even its minimal
development requires a high level abstraction, It is speech in thought
and image only, lacking the musical, expressive, intonational qualities
of oral speech. In learning to write, the child must disengage himself

from the sensory aspect of speech and replace words by images of w\m'::ls."'l29

1
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He goes on to stress that written gpeech requires deliberate analytical action
on the part of the child, thaf it is speech without an interlocutoraddressed
to an abgent or imaginary person,and that it represents therefore the mono-
logue; "oral epeech,in most cases(represents), the dialogue."]BO '
Following Vygoﬁsky we might wish to suggest that television in terms of the
situation in which the communication is undertaken, is something of a hybrid.
It consists in a dialogue with an absent friend; on the one hand oral and on the
other written, Indeed there is no sense in which we need to insist on the
exclusively oral nature of television, for it is quite clear that any text
that television generates will borrow, at least for the time beingy from
written texts and written culture, On the other hand even in terms of the
relative absence of the addressee the point has already been made that though
imaginary or unthinkable in his individuality the audience of television is

very real collectively, Television even here is more oral than literate and

significintly 80,

Perhaps more central to the argument is the acknowledged capacity of written
speech and thought guided by writing to indulge in abstraction, Jack Goody,

131
both in his early paper with Ian Watt and later makes much of this distinction.

"The specific proposition is that writing, and more especially alphabetic
literacy, made it possible to scrutinize discourse in a different kind of
way by giving oral communication a semi-permanent form; this scrutiny
favoured the increase in scope of critical activity,and hence rationality,
scepticism and logic to resurrect memories of those questionable
dichotomies", 132

Writing is open to inspection, it can be analysed word for word, it can be

reviewed, re-read, skipped, examined out of context or in it,
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"Speech is no longer tied to an 'occasion': it becomes tinmdess, Nor is
is attached to a person; on paper it becomes more abstract, more de-
personalised.
Writing makes speech 'objective' by turning it into an object of visual
as well:as oral inspection; it is the shif§3of the receptor from ear to
eye, of the producer from voice to hand." - }
Writing brings with i{t, correldatively with its encouragement to abstract and to
anélyqe, a reduction of any dependence on memory. The permanent replaces
the impermanent, the list replaces the formula and history and geography
134
become possible, The ability to write is an ability to place once and
for all events in their time and place and to establish chronology and
geography. Writing generates its own time, non-reversible and linear, both
in the form of its text and in the expression of its message, In oral
culture history is replaced by myth and linear temporality by mythic harmony.
Context is everything, memory fundamental and time might become as Edmund
Leach suggests for the Greeksl35 more of a pendulum than either a line or a
circle. Jack Goody and Ian Watt make the point, and it is echoed, though
transposed to a more relevant dimension for television by Marshall McLuhan.
They write this:
"As long as the legendary and doctrinal aspects of the cultural tradition
are mediated orally, they are kept in relative harmony with each other
and with the present needs of society in two ways: through the un-
conascious operations of memory and through the adjustments of the 136
reciter's terms and attitudes to those in the audience before him".
Marshall McLuhan on the other hand, or perhaps on the same hand, writes this:
"Just as history beging with writing so it ends with TV, Just as there
wag no living history when there was no linear time sense, so there is
post history now when everything that ever was in the world becomes
simultaneously present in our consciousness,"!
What television denies therefore, ipso facto, is writing. If we are to accept
something of these arguments, then we can also accept that television represents
in that denial, the unselfconscious orality of a preliterate age, It does so
not of course,in its content; the content is contemporaneous and is

different from that of the primitive and the preliterate as chalk from cheese,

but in 1its form; and here the key notion is the formula,
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The notion of the formula both literally and metaphorically implies a number
of things. It is, first of all, to be opposed to the list as a way of

recording, classifyirgand memofising. The trangition from oral to written
culture {s marked by the construction of lists and tables; objects are
recognised, recordea and arranged - hierarchy,difference, identitybecome )
principles of classification., Writing brings with it in Michel Foucault's
words e ""yniversal mnthesic";lBB though fo; Fouc.ult the former's relation-
ship to'the latter goes unrecorded. But i{f the list brings with {t
abstraction and analysis then the formula brings with it {mmersion and
synthesis. Above all the formula, in the context of the song, "a group

of words which {s regularly employed under the same metrical conditions to
express 8 given essential idea",139 alléwa the preliterate to communicate
extendedly, poetically, dramatically, without help or hindrance of a written
text. The performer, be he the teacher or the rhetorician, cannot learn

by rote all that he has to communicate, nor does he by virtue of the demands
of the performance accept or need the éon:traint of the static and fixed,
Its creativity and the novelty that emanates from that creativity is the
product of his working through and with established units, metrical or
narratively functional, which he can arrange or rearrange, to embroider or
leave naked according to rules or even at will, The oral text is therefore
fluid: 1t consists botﬁ of the familiar and the new: the familiar will in
turn consist of motifs, formulae, accepted conventions, the new will be in

14
the occasfional but legitimate twist of plot or metre and also in the content.

In order for an oral text to work it must do so within the constraints of
memory and of concentration both of singer or ' performer and his audience.
Performances for all their immediacy depend on & priori scceptance by all

concerned of the rules of construction and contcxt.lkz' These rules in the
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broadest sense are the rules of narrative, and of demonstration., As A,B,Lord
points out for the Macedonian singer of tales: "Formulas and groups of
formulas both large and small serve only one purpose, They provide a means
for telling a story.in song and verse, The tale's the thing". 3 '
A, B. Lord's central concern is the demonstration of the role of the formulaic
in'thq enormously extended songs of the folk tradition in Macedonia. The |
singers learn not whole songs, for some of them can be sung for an entire day
or even longer, but units and rules for their construction. Singers, therefore,
have the freedom to construct each time they are called upon to sing a new
tale, but yet  that tale is sufficiently familiar for them to be able to

.
construct it satisfactorily and for the audience to follow it, "The (singer)
builds his performance or song in our sense, on the stable akeleton/gfrrative,
which is the song in his sense.,.,... We must distinguish, then, two concepts
of song inoral poetry., One is the general idea of the story, which we use

when we speak in large terms, for example of the song of the wedding of the

7/
Smailagic Meho, which actually includes all singings of it . The other

concept of song is that of a particular performance or text.,. n-144

Narrative, therefore, the rules for the construction of tales, is central

to the consideration of the oral tradition, and what it is for a text to be
considered/gg oral one., This is not to say that written texts are not

rule governed, But the strength of the rules governing a literary text are
those principally of natural grammar,and in a different way,of genre

and style, It is perfectly possible, and of course often the case, that a
written text creates its own rules, But however '"traditional", a written text
is not dominated by the formula to the same degree or in the same way as

an oral one, Those texts that do, a serial romance for example, preserve the
oral forms albeit in a weakened way rather than articulating those peculiar to

a written tradition,
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There are now two points to be made. The first one is that much of our
contemporary culture is oral.v Much 1f not most of our communication is
face-to-face. As Jack Goody and Ian Watt point out "For even within a
literate culture, tﬁe oral tradition - the t:ansmisaion of values and }
attitudes in face-to~face contact ~ nevertheless remains the primary mode

of cultural orientation, and, to varying degrees, it is out of step with

the various literate traditions.Jés

Proverbs, catch phrases, ritual
greetings and gestures, jokes, stories, slang are all part of our everyday
converaation.(m They depend for their effectiveness on the acceptance of a
tradition and’apprOpriate context, albeit improverished when compared to

the supposed richness of pre-literate culture,by all those involved; and they
depend also on the full range of communication - visual, oral, even that of
touch and smell, Television is no more than a magnification and a revital-
ization of this, the everyday culture of oral communication. It is 80
primarily because it is no longer written, and it does not communicate

fixed and infinitely recoverable texts, Its communication, potentially
endless, like the songs of the Macedonians, consists in the eternal play

of the formula, In drama, news and documentary success consists in the
grafting of the novel onto the familiar, and it is through the familiar

- the formula - that the experience of television is grounded in the

experience of the everyday.

The second point is the centrality of narrative in all of this, The telling
of stories seems to be as centrally human as the speaking of language. It
is not confined to an elite group of literati, It is further and more funda-
mentally an oral expertise, As Lord writes of the sung folktales of his
study: "The art of narrative song was perfected, and I use the word
advisedly, long before the advent of writing, It had no need of stylus

or brush to become a complete artistic and literary medium."146 From the

simplicity of the "and then" copula which links in the telling two events
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chronologically, to the elaborate forms of folktale and myth, tales are

told according to conventions'and rules. Like the rules of language

these rules seem to differ less than one might expect, Roman Jakobson
makes the point weli: "According to the experience of modern linguistics,
language patterns exhibit a consistent regularity. The languages of the
whole world manifest a paucity and relative simplicity of structural type,
and at the base of all these types lie universal laws. This schematic

and recurrent character of linguistic patterns finds its explanation first
of all in the fact that language is a typical collective property. Similar
phenomena of schematism and recurrence in the structure of folktale through-
out the world have long astonished and challenged 1nvestigators."147
Television is supremely a story-telling medium; the structures that
generate its texts,as T hope to illustrate in the following chapters, are
significantly those of narrative, These narrative patterns are not the
product of print technology, but pre-date it, and televigion in reaffirming
them re-eqtablishes the centrality of oral culture in our experience,
Through the form of its communication it challenges and subverts the

literacy of the last five hundred years,

There are two further aspects to this argument that I want, briefly, to

consider now. The firast is the collective nature of the oral tradition,
i

and the second is its cmstraining nature,

The weakening of the oral tradition in the face of literacy and of printing

148 . The coming of

involved a weakening of communality&nd of sub-culture,
literacy brought with it,paradoxically,both specialism and the breakdown
of inter-cultural boundaries. It also, it has been suggested, brought

with 1t nationalism.l49

The folk traditions expressed in symbolic or
material culture were either incorporated and transformed or destroyed.
What vitality they had, dependent as it was on the intensity of face to face

interaction and immediate communication was 1ncreasingiy denied by the

-
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150
distance and delay of the written text,

By virtue of the form and the extent of television's communication these
traditions are being reasserted. Television's restricted codes, grounded :
kin narrativity, and in the juxtaposition of sight and sound, as Bernstein
argues for natural language raises the 'we above the I'. The paradox,

as mnny commentators on the mass media have noted, is that the communality

is generated at two removes: not only is the line of communication

attenuated - Donald Horton and Richard Wohl called it para-socialls} ~ but

the ‘community is symbolically rather than physically expressed - it is the

community of the independent and often otherwise socially isolated household.

It is however nonetheless real for that,

This community is a folk community, a gemeinschaft, and it is both product

and precondition of the restricted nature of televisual communication.

This 18, I admit, a fairly hazardous assertion, especially in view of much

if not most of the thought on the nature of contemporary society which seeks

to establish on the one hand its anonymity and its alienation or on the other
the essentially ideological nature of just such pretentions to community.

These claims, it is suggested, mask the true reality of conflict, contradiction

152 However, social and

and structural imbalance in capitalist society.
cultural experience is not monolithic and measures of cultures falsehood
are risky to say the least, Arguments for cultuml coherence are therefore
not by definition spurious, though they must be carefully advanced. The
precise nature of the community which television both proposes and supposes

in its communication is still open to question, of course, but it is a

question worthy of explonation and not to be dismissed out of hand.

There is one final dimension of this discussion of television as language

to be considered, And that is its significance for constraint or comntrol,

Maurice Bloch in his consideration of ritual language and song asks the
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question: "How is it that formalization can become a form of power or
coetcion?"lsj. In essence this is the question asked now, though any

more complete answer, depending as it does on consideration of the

relation between language and social structure, must await the final N
chapter, A number of considerations are therefore of relevance. Firstly
we can acknowledge that language is itself powerful, in the sense underlying,
for example, J.L, Austin's notion of its illecutionary force, Austin
distinguishes between locution, illocution and perlocution as dimensions

of communication through speech,both oral and written. Locution refers

to what is said, illocution to what is done, and perlocution to what is
achieved.ISA As Austin himself notes, the distinction between illocution
and perlocution. 1s likely to become troublesome, The distinction rests

on their relative conventionality. Illocutionary acts are conventional
acts; perlocutionary acts are not conventional.155 However, it is
important to establish that language, acts of language use, do things

as well as gay things, In speaking we condemn, condone, inform, amuse

and so on, Perhaps this is obvious. It is however, in the context of

this argument, important, Communication\is, among other things, a bid for
control, and indeed some sociologiets have tak;n this 8o much to heart that

it has become the central issue of their work.156

But if language is, potentially at least, powerful, then it is also the case
that some types of language are likely to be more powerful than others. It

is here that questions of the form of language are of relevance, and it is
here that the distinction between restricted and elaborated codes as

formulated by Basil Bernstein is also relevant, Restricted forms of language,
.and by now we can include, I hope, among these, television's communication,

constrain by virtue of their formalization what can be crudely called

157
the right of reply. This needs to be made more precise, Formal
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language significantly restricts what can be said; communication through

formal language, in its predictability disqualifies the freedom that

individuals have in language to create and to communicate idiosyncratically,

originally or aven; in a certain sense, genuinely.158 As Maurice Bloch
notes: "The formalization of speech therefore drastically restricts

what can be said and the speech acts are neither all alike or all of a

kind and thus if this mode of communication is adopted there is hardly

any choice of what can be said.... (Formalization) leads to a specially stylized

form of communication: polite, respeétful, holy, but from the point of view

159 Through

of the creativity potential of language, impoverished."
formalization the response of a colloquent can be restricted or coerced.

For Bloch the song is the extreme case of formalization and correspondingly
of restriction. In the performance of a song, even the participants

become an audience, They accept a pregiven form of communication, or
perhaps non-communication, where significance is not in its detail or |
honesty but in its generality, Ritual communication, in its detachment
from the gpecificity of vital interaction - both from intention or motives
of the individual speakers (it is the role that speaks) and from its
concrete location in a unique time and space - suffers from increasing
ambiguity, This ambiguity is the ambiguity of the impossibility of logical
response, rather than the result of deliberate incorporation of tropes to
convey the complexity of implicit meaning.l60 As Bloch argues, "You

cannot argue with a song".l6]

You can no more argue with a play or any closed narrative structure.

Any demonstration therefore of this structure in television, myth or
folktale involves as a necessary corollary the demonstration of the way
in which that communication functions as a constraining force within the
act of comnmunication and the culture in general, and that this constraint

is the product of the formal characteristics of language used or more

broadly of the communication as a whole,



But we need to be careful, Formal language might well be considered,
as I have suggested, as a variety of restricted code. But it is, as it
were, a limited variety, for in many essentials its social significance
appears‘to be very different and is indeed contrary to what Bernstein

argues is central to the language of restriction,.

Formal'language is the product and guarantee of social hierarchy; it
constrains, certainly, but that constraint is positive for the communicator,
negative for his audience. It creates distance and perhaps masks that
distance by the play of the familiar in form, tone and content, Restricted
codes, on the other hand, are the producer and guarantee of social familiarity
- not the audience jbut the family, not the ritualised, but the everyday,seem

to be its context, What constraint there ig is equally enforced on both
interlocutors and is equally enabling from the point of view of their
capacity to communicate with each other. In conflating both formal and
restricted as I have done in my description of the language of television,

I have run>the risk of bringing together two apparent opposites in the guise
of identity, There is, however, method in the madness. It would appear
that something is left out of each of the accounts; for Bloch ignores or
chooses to underrate the community which even formal communication needs

in order to be effective and which it actually sustains - perhaps despite
itself - in its communication,and Bernstein, equally, ignores or chooses

to underrhte, while stressing the community, the fact that restricted codes
would tend to reify the inevitable hierarchy within social relationships,
however close, Bernstein and Bloch have chosen each to identifyor .stress
one necessary corollary of limited modes of expression - the former community,
the latter control. What I would want to suggest is that television'# language
in its restriction generates both. 1Its formulae and in particular its
narrative structures generate both distance and familiarity; the society

that sustains its communication is similarly both out of reach and close

at hand; unequal structurally but more equal culturally, Television
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in its language, articulates this tension and preserves it; the tension

however is real, the product of the reality of both community and control,

In sum what I hope to have achieved in this chapter, both in theoretical
discussion and demonstration, is that television's communication can be
profitably considered from the point of view of language; and that the full
range of questions asked about that language are relevant to television, I
am not suggesting that television is a language, nor that narrative is its
only dimension. Nor indeed am I suggesting that it is language's structure
which should be the exclusive concern of any analysis of television. I am,
however, suggesting that a consideration 6f the structure of the television
message, as undertaken in chapters 5 and 6, will prove profitable, above

all in pointing a way towards a more mature understanding of the role

television plays in our contemporary culture,
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study the work of Christian Metz (see below) has been seminal;
see especially Screen. Spring/Summer Vol. 15 1/2. 1973, and
subsequent issues. On the complexity of the codes of the
television image, see Umberto Eco, Towards a Semiotic Inquiry
into the Television Message. Working Papers in Cultural Studies.
3. 1972. 103-121,

Classically, of course, and in the broadest sense, the 'who says
what to whom' model is linguistic, see H.D. Lasswell, The
Structure and Punction of Communication in Society, in W. Schramm,
Mags Communications. Urbana. 1960, 117-130; but more recent

neo-semiotic attempts can be found in John Fiske and John Hartley,
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Popular Culture, in C.W.E. Bigsby, Approaches to Popular Culgure.
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16. Andre Martinet. Elements of General Linguistics. London. 1964.
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phonemes, of limited number, in each languageé their nature and mutual
relations differing from one language to another "
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voluminous and complex.
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the summaries of Michael Stubbs, Language, Schools and Classrooms,
London, 1976.; Peter Trudgill, Sociolinguistics. Harmondsworth.
1974,
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Bernstein. op. cit. 125-9.

ibid. 146/7.



116.

l]?.

118.

119.

120.

121.

122.

123.

]24.

125.

_95_

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media. London. 1964; idem.
Verbi-Voco-Visual Explorations. New York. 1967; idem. with
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Jack Goody, Literacy, Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge, in
Joseph Ben-David and Terry Nicholas Clark, Culture and its Creators.
Chicago. 1977.




126.
127.
128.
129,
130.
131.
132,

133.

134.

135.

136.
137.
138.

139.

140.

14]0

142,

143.
144,
145,

146,

=96~

Course in General Linguistics. op. cit., 23-4.
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Edmund Leach, Two Essays concerning The Symbolic Representation
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see also Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. op. cit.;
Harold Innis, op. cit.
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J.L. Austin, How to do Things with Words. Oxford. 1962. p. 110.

ibid. p. 121.
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is enormous - from conversational analysis to metaphysical theorising,
see Harold Garfinkel, Studies in Ethnomcthodology. op. cit.;
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CHAPTER 111

The Mythic and Television

There is very little that is novel in the suggestion that television and
other aspects of contemporary culture are like myths.1 Most often the
argument that they are is a functional one; myths and television fulfil
the same purpose or satisfy the same needs, be they individual or social.
Often too it is argued that myths and the products of contemporary culture
are similar in their form and their content; they convey similar messages

in similar ways.

What most of these considerations obscure is the very real difficulty in
identifying what myths are. The supposed comparison of like with like
ignores the fact that it is not just, for example,television, which is
partially  understood, but that the supposed key to the puzzle is itself
amorphous. Myth, ritual, magic, folktales, indeed the whole panoply of

a supposedly different and distinct way of thinking, acting and communicating
- the agsumed preserve of ‘primitive pre-literate societies and cultures -
have so far denied us their essence.2 This denial is the product both of
the manifestly enormous range of words and acts that we might wish to
include under a common rubric, but it ig also the product of the problems
associated with any cross-cultural comparison, particularly those concerned
with the transferability of our own categories of thought beyond their

normal range of relevance.

I would like in this chapter to attempt a draft of the equation of television
and the mythic, and to do so in a way which would avoid, hopefully, the

worst excesses of either claims for a general theory or of a refusal to be clear
about the nature of the terms of the comparison. Such a comparison, I would

suggest, is a fruitful one, Indeed more than that, I would maintain that
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unless the mythical dimension of contemporary culture is recognized and
understood then perceptions of that culture will remain - if such a thing

is possible - both equivocal and banal.

This chapter, therefore, will consist of three parts: firstly and
inevitably a consideration of some of the most influential theories of

myth and ritual - a consgideration which, for reasons of space and competence
- will be relatively synoptic; secondly an identification of in what,
minimally a definition of the mythic should consist; and thirdly a

consideration of the role mythic thought might have in contemporary culture.

But first, and as in the preceding chapter, a simple but important
distinction needs to be made, Television, as indeed all other forms of
mass communication, uses specific items of folklore, myth and represent-
ations of ritual within its discourse. This has been noted and it is
noteworthy.a Advertisements, questions in quiz shows, the retelling of
the familiar tales and the broadcasting of a state opening of parliament

or a coronation, all illustrate the various ways in which aspects of
traditional culture are preserved in our own. However, just as we can
consider television as a language or language system in the acknowledgement
of the obvious point that a significant part of its communication is in
spoken language, so too can we at least suggest that the television message
as a whole can be considered as mythic, irrespective of any specific item

of content,

II
Theories of myth are amenable to no simple classification. Indeed as for
example G,S. Kirk points out respect for the great differences between

cultures in the form, content and context of mythical communication demands

that no one theory will be adequate, though each may have something of value
to say.') Percy Cohen, equally, eschews gnthesis, though he does produce

6
a definition, and ends by listing seven types of theory. Nevertheless



=100~

despite this situation, which is efter all an endemic one in the human
and social sciences, the attempt must be made if only as a means of
presenting a great deal of conflicting and contradictory theory in a short

space,

We can therefore begin by making an initial distinction between those
theories which seek to establish a distinct form of thought whose central
and seminal expression is in myth, and those theories which wish to relate
the particular activity of the narration of myth to other aspects of
individual or social existence, for example, magic or ritual.’ Among

the former we can wmake a further distinction, between those who see myth as
an expression of feeling and those who see it as an expresion of thought,
For the first, above all for Ernst Cassirer, Lucien Lévy—Bruhl and

Mircea Eliade,8 myth is unashamedly primitive, and its primitiveness is
grounded in the proximity of wman to nature and to the supernatural, and

in the recognition of, and response to, the power of this otherwise unmediated
reality. Myths are essentially sacred. They are believed and they
accurately reflect the ways in which the primitive perceives his world.
Opposing this view with a theory that stresses the intellectual coherence
within myth is, of course, Claude Lévi-Strauss.9 For him myth has
nothing to do with emotions, and its relationship to the sacred is
incidental, Concerned to establish a mode of thought through the analysis
of myth, that mode of thought gains its coherence not in the uniqueness of
primitive experience, but in the capacity of all men to think equally well;
in other words ultimately in the structure of the human mind. Myth for
Levi-Strauss is 4s close as one can get to pure thoughtlo, and though

the argument is not without its difficulties, the difference between the
primitive and his myth and ourselves without it is more a matter of content

11
and of history than anything as fundamental as the denial of emotion.
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For Cassirer, L@vy—Bruhl and Eliade, though again not without qualification
as I shall argue, it is man at a particular stage of his evolutionary
development which is the centre of concern; for Lévi-Strauss it is man

tout court,
Let me briefly consider each of these theories in turn,.

Ernst Cassirer sees myth as the expression of the life-force of the human
spirit at a particular stage of its development; it is its power, its
urgency and its emotional charge which give it is distinctiveness,
Mythical thought is not logical; the connections it makes between things,
indeed its very categories, reflect and perpetuate the coherence of a
felt unity in ,and of, the world., As Suzanne Langer succinctly puts it;

"All mythic counstructions are symbols of value -~ of life

and power, or of violence, evil and death, They are charged

with feeling, and have a way of absorbing into themselves

more and more intense meanings, 3ometimes even logically

conflicting imports. Therefore mythic symbols do not give

rise to discursive understanding; they do beget & kind of

understanding, but not by sorting out concepts and relating

them in a distinct pattern; they tend, on the contrary,

merely to bring together great complexes of cognate ideas,

in which all distinctive features are merged and swallowed.'"
Myth rolls up everything it touches, "Things which come into contact
with one another in a mythical sense - whether this contact is taken as a
spatial or temporal contiguity or as a similarity, however remote, or a
membersghip in the same class or species - have fundamentally ceased to be
a multiplicity; they have acquired a substantial unity."13 This vision
of the childhood of man is incidentally give some empirical support by
Peter Worsley when he, following L.S. Vygotsky's work on the childhood of
men, opposes Lévi-Straussian structuralism with evidence of alternative

forms of classification in the totemism of the Groote Eylandters}é
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15
vision, for as G.S., Kirk points out  Cassirer knew no more

than anyone else about how myths actually are or were created, stems from

a philosophical position, derived from Emanuel Kant which seeks to

egtablish the construction of symbols as the central activity of man,

The gymbolic world, of which myth together with language, is both & part

but also the source, mediates between object and mind. Myths grow out

of man's expericence of the world, and that experience is both concrete

and undifferentiated, above all because both object and its signification

are bonded

image.]6

together, There is no difference between the thing and its

There is no consciousness in mythical thought of thought as such,

no abstraction nor conceptual manipulation, In a curious way myth is

pre-gymbolic, The world is believed in and it gains its sacredness in

that belief and in the recognition of its power,

The categories through which the mythic world is ordered grow out of this

17
emotional bonding with the world, Space and time, number sand

causality are grounded in the profound separation of the sacred and

18
the profane and in the emotional response to that separation. Indeed

spatial differentiation is basic to mythical thought: "The barriers which

man sets himself in his basic feeling of the sacred are the starting point

from which

begins his setting of boundaries of space and from which by a

progressive process of organization and articulation, the process spreads

of the

!
over the whole/ physical cosmos." ’ Absolute and unchanging mythic time,

and magical and powerful number derive from the same essential dichotomy.

In a sense
and on the
time on an

thought as

a complete

Casgsirer wants, despite this stress on the spirit, on emotion
sacred, to have it both ways, for he is insisting at the same
underlying structural form which gives unity © whet otherwise might be
potentially entirely arbitrary emotional responses and fantasies.

"The mythical fantasy drives towards animation, towards

spiritualization of the cosmos, but the mythical form of thought
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which attaches all qualities and activities, all states and relations to a
solid foundation, leads to the opposite extreme, a kind of materialization

2
of spiritual contentsg! 0

And this contradiction is re-emphasised when he faces L;;y-Bruhl's theory

of the prelogical, and towards what Cassirer wrongly assumes to be the
former's abgolute dichotomy of primitive and modern.21 For here Cassirer
is arguing for a continuity in some, the profane, aspects of human existence,

a continuity which in fact is nowhere provided for in his theory.

It is tempting to deny Cassirer's mythical speculations in their entirety,
either on empirical grounds: not all myths seem to depend on emotion for

their creation and maintenance; or on logical and philosophical grounds:

that he is both contradictory and as M,F, Ashley-Montague points out that

he never faces his true object: "he is not interested in mythology as such but
in the processes of consciousness which lead to the creation of myth."22

It is tempting too, to reject his crude evolutionism wherein myth is

always negatively valued when faced with its developments, religion and

science,.

Three things can be plausibly extracted however, The first is the

recognition of the emotional content of myth. This need not be interpreted

as simply an irrational response, but can be understood as Suzanne Langer persuas-
ively argues, in terms of aesthetic experience and presentational symbolism.
Secondly the mere fact of myth as a symbolic structure to be interpreted and
understood in another than a literal way seems also to be 1mportant.2A

Thirdly, and by extension, the unity of mythical thought which Cassirer

postulates but never really explores is also significant, The structure

which he finds in myth is the structure of feeling; its disentanglement

is by definition impossible, but despite that we can recognize, at least,

the problems of understanding such complex phenomena.
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Ernst Cassirer is therefore offering a theory of myth which demands,

despite itself, a clear dichotomy between ancient and modern, between

one world view, the mythical, and another, the modern, religious or
scientific, It is self-consciousness, consciousness of the sign,

freedom from the concrete ties of emotion which marks the boundary.

And this freedom brings with it the freedom of the individual, the rejection

25
of the bonds of taboo and mythical thought,

David Bidney is correct therefore, to draw a parallel between Cassirer's
work on myth and that of Lucien Lé'vy-—Bruhl.z6 For the latter too, at
least until his very last and fragmentary work, also insisted on & clear
separation, & non-comparability between the primitive - he called it

pre-logicel - and modern thought.27

Much influenced by Emile Durkheim, Lé&y—Bruhl offers a perspective of
primitive mentality which demands the primacy of the social. At the

root of 511 thought are the collective representations, themselves the
product and mirror of a social structurezs, which é;ile Durkheim insists

on calling elementary.29 Here the lack of social differentiation generates
in the collective mind the impression of solidarity and above all of
participation; an impression which is centrally mystical, In such a

world dreams become real, objects and images become fused,

"I should be inclined to say that in the collective
representation of primitive mentality, objects, beings,
phenomena can be, though in a way incomprehensible to

us, both themselves and something other than themselves.
In a fashion which is no less incomprehensible, they give
forth and they receive mystic powers, virtues, qualities,
influences, which make themselves felt outside, without
ceasing to remain where they are,

In other words the opposition between the one and the
many, the same and another, and so forth, does not impose
upon this mentality the necessity of affirming one of the
terms, if the other be denied, or vice versa.'"30
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Primitive mentality therefore has two facets, It is both mystic and
prelogical.sl Its prelogicality consists in its non-recognition of
the law of contradiction: things can be what they are and other than
what they are simuitaneously.32 Its mystic qualities reside in the
non-recognition of secondary causes;33 the unusual, which the primitive
like ourselves wishes to explain, is explained non-empirically, or as
Léby—Bruhl suggests non-objectively. While being technologically perfectly
efficient, explanations of what is perceived are offered in terms of
what 18 felt or believed. "The actual world and the world beyond are

34

blended"," And as Lévy-Bruhl notes, "their world is more complex than

3
our universe, but on the other hand it is complete, and it is closed."

At one important level, the level which Cassirer for example does not see
beyond, L;vy-Bruhl is postulating a clearly defined, and different form

of thought for the primitive in his collective existence, It is the
description of a belief system which does not preclude the individual from
being empirically sensible but which demands that explanation be other
than, in our terms, logical.36 But at the same time this unilateral

vision of man's mental history i1s more complex and more uncertain,

First of all there is the question of myth itself, So far, and for good
reason, there has been no mention of {it, The reason is that the primitive
in hisg full participation with nature and with other men needs no mediation,
no rationalisation, which myth would offer:

"Where the participation of the individual in the social

group is still directly felt, where the participation of

the group with the surrounding groups is actually lived

- that is, as long as the period of mystic symbiog}s lasts -

myths are meagre in number and of poor quality.".

Myths then are the product of a first stage of development, beyond the

pure solidarity of soclal existence, They take the place of feeling,

and of direct communion, As Lé%y-Bruhl puts it, "participation tends

38

to become ideological.” Communion is no longer lived, it is to be
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spoken, to be explained. But the myths are still tied to the mystery and
the emotion of the primitive's'perception of things. Indeed it is the
mystic element which gives myth its force and social importance.39 Myths,
for Lé%y-Bruhl, and és we shall see also for Mircea Eliade are sacred
histories, and as such they function to express and to maintain the
solidarity of the social group.ao‘ But once again, and in a way similar
to that of Cassirer, Léby—Bruhl believes that to understand myths one needs

41
first to understand the mentality which has produced them, -

The second of the complicating factors lies in Lé%y—Bruhls's recognition
of, and increasing insistence on, not the difference between primitive and
modern but on their similarity. This first of all manifests itself in
the suggestion that the native is empirically competent, then in the suggestion
that mythical, participatory forms of thought persevere, and indeed they are
to be valued,
"I1 n'est pas probable que jamais il disparaisse, ou s'affaiblesse
au-lea d'un certain point, et sans doute n'est ce pas non plus
gouhaitable, Car avec 1lui disparé?tnﬂen:peut-gtre la poésie,
l'art la mgtaphysique, 1'invention dans les sciences -~ bref
presque tout ce qui dont la beauté et la grandeur de la vie
humaine,"
and finally in the disquiet about the notion of prelogicality, which in
the Carnets is abandoned,43 It is abandoned not because L;;y—Bruhl
relinquishes his argument about the difference between two forms of thought
but because that difference no longer appears supportable by such a
category. The problem is falsely posed, and Lévy-Bruhl, while insisting
still on the significance of participation, and on a mystical mentality,
nevertheless refuses to equate such a way of thought exclusively with the

primitive, What this amounts to is a denial of the diachronic dichotomy,

of the evolution of one form to another, and its replacement by a synchronic
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one, It is in the nature of man that both forms, emotion and rationality,
myth and science will co-exist.44 These relative proportions will vary
and are not contradictory, but only different, Indeed Lévy—Bruhl
acknowledges that the capacity of modern science to make the world
intelligible 18 itself, as Albert Einstein notes, unintelligible and he
asks "Might there not be here simply a difference of degree? A trans-
ference of the wuninteiligibility of the detail to the world given in

its totaliCy?"45

It is this final equivocation, an equivocation which was perhaps always
present, which makes Lé%y—Bruhl's work so interesting. Once again we

need not, as he finally does not, accept an evolutionary model which

demands a clear distinction and a clear measure of inferiority, Nor

need we accept that the primitive was a permanent prisoner of his emotions

or that myths are exclusively the product of emotion, But we can
acknowledge, with him, that a significant part of man's inheritance involves
the mysterious and that myth in expressing that,effectsa transformation

from the profane to the sacred, a transformation of history into mythical

time and space.

The explanation of in what mythical time and space consists, is the
peculiar preserve of the endlessly recursive theorizing of Mircea Eliade.
Eliade, unlike Cassirer and ﬁ;vy—Bruhl, is concerned exclusively with
myths - and myths are sacred histories. As he, synoptically, puts it:

"Myth narrates a sacred history; it relates an event that
took place in primordial time, the fabled time of the
"beginnings", In other words, myth tells how, through the
deeds of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence,
be it the whole of reality, the Cosmos, or only a fragment
of reality - an island, a species of plant, a particular
kind of human behaviour, an institution. Myth then,

is always an account of 8 "creation"; it relates how
something was produced, how it began to be. Myth tells
only of that which really happened....myths describe the
various and sometimes dramatic breakthroughs of the

sacred (or the 'supernatural) into the world, It is this
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sudden breakthrough of the sacred that really establishes

the World and makes it what it is today. Furthermore, it

is a result of the intervention of Supernatural Beings that

man himself is whzg he is today, a mental, sexed and

cultural being."
This generalization is palpably absurd. Clearly countless myths have
nothing whatever to do with origins and even many that do, seem to be
adding only an aetiological footnote to an otherwise entirely differently
oriented tale.47 Indeed the unequivocal equation of myth with the sacred
is also open to dispute, for many tales which we would expect to call
myths have nothing or very little of the sacred about them, either in

4

their content or the context of their telling. 8 Nevertheless if we

water down the argument, and reduce its content of yeast, a number of

important perceptions remain,

Mircea Eliade is concerned to identify both & number of themes within,
and a number of functions served by, myth. Myth, as for Cassirer and
Léﬁy-Bruhl, is participatory; it is prompted by and part of a deep
spirituaiization of the environment, natural, and human. The world
that myth presents is supremely sacred and as such it is real, more
real in a certain sense than empirical reality. To enter the mythic
world involves a transformation, both in space and time. In space one
moves from the periphery to the centre, the hub, and that movement is
simultaneously one from the illusory to the rea1,49 the profane to the
sacred, Ritual action creates that space, This ritually50 defined and
sacred space, in its centrality redefines profane geography, If all
roads lead to the centre, as they do in Eliade's view of archaic and

mythic thought, then social and empirical distance is abolished.

In a similar way empirical, historical time is abolished by its trans-
formation into the sacred world of myth, Now the concern is with

origins, with illo tempore, and all ritual action, and mythical thought,
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seeks to recreate and return to that time when both things began and
when they were perfect.51 Historical, real time, is abolished either
in rites of regeneration or eschatological visions.52 The linearity
of profane time giQes way to the endlessly circular and the repetitive.
And in this denial of progress or of movement of any sort, and in the
creation of cosmogony which this involves, myth provides an exemplary

model for all human action,

One might think that this mode of expression is oppressive, but Eliade argues
53

the reverse, Archaic man is freed the weight bf dead Time', of history.

He can abolish his past, begin his life anew, re-create his World. "Myth

assures man that what he is about to do has already been done; in other

words it helps him to overcome doubts as to the result of his undertaking...
There is no reason to fear gsettling in an unknown, wild territory,

because one knows what one has to do. One has merely to repeat the
cosmogonic ritual, whereupon the unknown territory (= Chaos) is transformed
into "Cosmos", becomes an imago mundi and hence a ritually legitimized
"habitation".... The World is no longer an opaque mass of objects arbitrarily
thrown together, it 18 a living (osmos, articulated and meaningful. In the

last analysis, the World reveals itself as language. It speaks to man

54
through its own mode of being, through its structure and its rhythms."

And we might add too that, as Eliade conceives of it, in myth nothing
remains unexplained. Suffering was bearable in its explanation - we
might say in its being explained away. It was never absurd. "Suffering
is regarded as the consequence of a deviation in respect of the norm" and
its critical moment" lies in its appearance; suffering is perturbing only

insofar as its cause remains undiscovered."55
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Mircea Eliade's theories, it would appear, explain too much, In the face

of much empirical evidence his generalizations are unwarranted, as indeed

is the extension of his analysis from the content of myth to belief and
action, Nevertheiess there are a number of important insights in what

he has to say, not least because he refuses to limit the mythical imagination
and the mythical world to archaic man, He insists many times that both in
the content ( for example, Superman), in the form (in narrative transformation)
and in belief (the suspension of disbelief and the escape from real time in
the act of reading a novel) that we in the twentieth century are as

involved in and as enamoured of ﬁyth as any of our ancestors.56 And indeed
this denial of historical, linear time which is so central to his view of
nyth reappears, only to be condemned, in Marx's and Engels' analysis of
bourgeois ideology;57' a theme which is revived in the mythology of Roland

58
Barthes.

He has also identified certain preoccupations within human culture, not

perhaps universal or persistent, but general and resistant to change, and he

has shown in what ways these preoccupations are incorporated into and spoken

by myth, Furthermore his view of myth has one other attraction, though it

is not one on which he dwells or develops; i1t finds its justification both in tI
individual and the social. The former is relieved of his fear of chaos and

the latter, society, whose institutions might be conceived of as serving a

similar purpose, are supported and buttressed by it.

What unitesthe first three theories of myth whith have been considered,

apart from their inadequacy when treated on their own terms, is their stress
on the world view that myth generates and in which it participates. Whatever
else they might be, myths and the thought which they are supposed to express,
are different from the world of science, and from the world of commonsense -
the sacred as opposed to the profeane. However that difference, partiéularly
with regard to the profane world of commonsense, is not a difference of

distance but an intimate one, Each world stresses the same emotions and
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the mythic intrudes into all'manner of everyday acts and thoughts, But at
the same time this world of mystery and imagination, of feeling, participation
and transformation is involved in the creation of order and of a secure
reality out of the darkness of the unknown, This order is not a logical
one, nor is it essentially cognitive, To understand myth in this sense
and to explore in what ways that order is created and maintained coldly
and unemotionally, one needs to turn to the theories of myth of Claude
Lé;i-Strausa.

"Myths and rites are far from being, as has often been held,

the product of men's 'myth-making faculty', turning its

back on reality. Their principal value is indeed to

preserve until the present time the remains of methods of

obgervation and reflection which were (and no doubt still are)

precisely adapted to discoveries of a certain type: those

which nature authorised from the starting point of a

speculative organization and exploitation of the sensible

world in sensible terms." 29
In this quotation Claude Levi-Strauss is clearly opposing the kind of
mythopoeic view which underlies the arguments I have just been discussing,
but as I have suggested elsewhere, especially with regard to Cassirer,
Lé&i—Strauss's own work is not as far removed from the neo-Eantianism of

60.
those he opposes as he is inclined to think. Be that as it may, however,
what clearly distinguishes them is the different and central stress that
is 1aid upon the role of reason and emotion. While Levi-Strauss recognizes
that myth and magic have affectivity as their source, he insists that myth
61
is essentially intellectual, Impulses and emotions are never causes, but
only results, Causes "can be sought only in the organism, which is the
exclusive concern of biology, or in the intellectual which is the sole way
62,

offered to psychology, and to anthropology as well' . ~ The demands of
what he takes to be his object, the need, as he sees it, for a material

grounding for anthropology, and the failure of Emile Durkheim and Marcel

63
Mauss in Primitive Classification to transcend the implications of

their own theory, all conspire to produce the following axiom:
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"Ag affectivity is the most obscure side of man, there has been the
constant temptation to resort to it, forgetting that what is refractory
to explanation is ipso facto unsuitable for use in explanation. A

: 64
datum is not primary because it is incomprehensible, " '

'd
I will reserve a8 detailed discussion of the method of Levi-Strauss's
analysis until the next chapter and will do nothing more now than

outline the major elements in his view of myth.65

Myth is a language, which in its own particular order both reflects

the ordered activity of man's mind and derives or attempts to resolve
the natural disorder of precultural experience. Myth is functionless,
or at least it serves no practical function.66 Its purpose, rather,
is to present to the minds of the men who create it and who hear it
evidence of their own mastery of the world, a mastery which is both
intellectual and cognitive, Myths are anonymous, "from the momeﬁt
they are seen as myths, and whatever their real origins, they exist
only as elements embodied in a tradition. When the myth is repeated,
the individual listeners are receiving a message that, properly speaking,
is coming from nowhere; this is why it is credited with a supernatural
origin."67 The truth of myth is therefore in its structure, not in
its manifestation; the truth is not available directly to the native
who hears it, Partly that truth is emotional, visceral,fﬁapartly

that truth 1s diffused through the system of myth, so that each single
text reveals a portion of it only, It is in the redundance of the
system as & whole that the message gains its coherence. And it 1is
only the mythologist, priviieged by distance, theory and method, who

69
can define in what the truth of myth consists,
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This privilege has not gone unchallenged, of course,. The accounts

that L&vi-Strauss produces are neither simply verifiable nor falsi-
fiable in their own terms - they are both complex and selective of
empirical support - nor are they entirely supportive of the structure,
the theory of mind and culture, which he erects above them.70 But

in this failing, as we have seen, he is not alone, The failure can

be acknowledged, condoned even, but nevertheless recognized as being

productive, In what way?

Firstly, myth is seen as a language. The meanings that it generates,
combining and dependent on both langue (the structured rules, defining
the possibility of language) and parole (the product of that possibility,
the infinity of speech), are at the same time beyond language. 'Myth

is language, functioning on an especially high level where meaning succeeds
practically, taking off from the linguistic ground on which it keeps
rolling." 7 The units of the mythical text are superior to the units
of natural language but gain their significance by their place in a
synchronic and diachronic system in precisely the same way as, according
to Ferdinand de Saussure and Roman Jakobson, the units of natural
language do. Not words, but bundles of words are the primary units -
the mythemes - of the mythical system. And it is within the mytheme

that the coincidence of langue and parole and also of reversible and

non-reversible time takes place; ....... "myth uses a third referent
which combines the properties of the first two, On the one hand a

myth always refers to events alleged to have taken place long ago.

But what gives the myth an operational value is that the specific pattern
described is timeless; it explains the present and the past as well as

the future," 72

Myth, and it is always the mythic system, not the individual myth,

presents essentially a synchronic, a static structure of meaning.
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While a gingle myth develops chronologically and deals with
historical events, the system as a whole imposes a logic of its
own which simultaneously denies that history and transforms it,
Wha then we are left with, as a result of this operation, is a vl
coherent account presented in terms of the concrete categories

of empirical experience, of the primitive - essentially preliterate -
culture, The myths are basically answers to questions, and the
questions and to a degree the answers also, are the universal ones
of human existence, Centred on and around the dichotomy of nature
and culture, and of the problems associated both with understanding
and defending that boundary, themyths deal with problems of cooking,
of table manners, of sexual relationships, of econom}c survival and

80 on,

There is8 inevitably some ambiguity here, for much of this apparent
meaningfulness in the myths is available in their content, and not

in theiristructure. It is clear, for example, that Asdiwal's marriages,
on the one hand, and the dribbling frog on the other, have quite manifestly
to do with what Lévi-Strauss only reaches structurally, problems of
kinship relations and problems of table manners respeccively.73 Such

an observation as this, which is also made by G.S. Kirk,74 would suggest
that contrary to what Levi-Strauss insigts, not all details of the myth
are equally {important or indeed sCructured,75'and much of the myth's
meaning is available without the detailed analysis of which he is so
fond. Nevertheless what he insists on being able to show, and this
only through the myth's structure, are the various levels at which

mythic communicstion takes placa.
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"So complicated a journey through the mythic field,

along roads which sometimes proceed in the same direction,

but follow courses which are far apart while remaining

parallel, or intersect or even turn back upon themselves,

would be incomprehensible if we did not realize that it

has allowed us to carry out several tasks simultaneously.

This volume presents the development of an argument in

three dimensions - ethnographical, logical and semantic;

and, if it has any claim to originality, this will be

because, at every stage, it has shown_how each dimension

remains inseparable from the others.' ™.
This is important, for Lévi-Strauss's question of myth is not so
much the what of it, but the how of it, And it is for this reason
that his definition of myth is an operational one, not linked to
content or particular texts, but to a way of communication, peculiar,
as he would argue,to preliterature cultures and to societies, he calls
them cold, without history. Once again we meet the dichotomy and
once again we can, in part, ignore it, For, indeed Levi-Strauss
does also. On the one hand he stresses the boundary between societies
with and without history, cultures with and without writing, and

7

those who have science and philosophy rather than myth. 7 But then,
as he continually insistsg, the intellectual capacity of the mind of
man is unchanging: '"The difference lies not in the quality of the

intellectual process, but in the nature of things to which it is

applied; man has always been thinking equally well."78
I1I

I have>presented, albeit briefly, an account of what for want of

a better phrase, we might call the visionary theories of myth.

Each of them is in its own way suggestive; each of them, or so it
seems to me, is saying something important about the mythical
imagination and the functional significance of that particular form
of communication, We can accept that myth, precisely in its
combination of emotion and reason articulates a particular view of

the world which is distant from, though not opposed to, the profane
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world of everyday experience, That the relationship between the
two is complex and often blurred goes without saying, as equally
complex and blurred is the boundary between myth and science.

Nevertheless the distinction holds, as it must; for without it a

most significant tension in human existence would go unrecorded.

But 1f the concern is to identify a specific form of communication,
then clearly that communication is not exclusively a verbal one,
nor is it without its effects, social or individual., We might
then enquire, as has been done consistently in the study of myth,
into its connection with magic and ritual, Such enquiry will
inevitably be a limited one here. There is as much dispute as to
the nature of ritual and magic as there is of myth, Indeed the
literature and the controvergy which it articulates is extensive,
As Edmund Leach notes at the end of his Encyclopedia article:
",..it has been stressed that even among those who have specialised
in the field, there is the widest possible disagreement as to how the
word ritual should be used and how the performance of ritual should

be understood.”79

The differences between such an expression of

what might pass for either honesty or insecurity and the confidence

of Ruth Benedict's equivalent attempt at definition some thirty years
earlier is both marked and symptomatic of much that has happened within

the social sciences.80

However central to any consideration of this sacred triad is the work
of Bronislaw Malinowski and in particular his collection of essays

81
Magic, Science and Religion. Malinowski is much influenced by

Sir James Frazer who saw an intimate connection between myth and
ritual and between magic and religion, Ritual precedes myth and

82 ,
magic religion. Magic itgelf, in a view of it which in turn
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depends on that of Sir Edward Tyler is pseudo-science. For
Tyler myth and magic depends on the twin pillars of animism,
"the doctrine of souls and other spiritual beings in general", and
analogy in which“objects are thought to feel and act in ways
analogous to human feelings and actions."‘g3 Sir James Frazer's
consideration of magic and ritual is as firmly grounded in the
security of Victorian England, in which the primitive magician,

_1s seen as acting
scientist EEESEEL - through the childhood of man's intellectual
development, But that mistake itself rests on a correct perception
of the two forms of analogy, metaphor and metonymy, which become in
the practice of the magician, homeopathic and contagious magic.
Magic, based on these principles, correctly denies the intervention
of a spiritual being between intention and effect, but incorrectly

understands that connection in its misunderstanding of the laws of

84
nature,

Malinowéki's Trobrianders inhabit the same world of practical responses
to basic needs., Magic fills the gap between the demand and the

ability to effectively control nature, It is akin to science, but

it is pseudo-science, "It always has a definite aim intimately
associated with human instinct, needs and pursuits. The magic art is
directed towards the attainment of practical ends; 1like any other art or
craft it is also governed by theory and by a system of principles which
dictate the manner in which the act has to be performed in order to be
effective."85 It consists in formula, rite and reasonably enough, the
presence of a magician, Magic, the rite and the spells in which it consists,
are traditional activities, indeed they need to be in order to be
effective; which is as much to say in order for them to be believed in.
And it is in the justification, guarantee and indeed legitimation of

magic which it is myth's function to fulfil.86
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"It can be said without exaggeration that the most typical,

most highly developed mythology in primitive societies is

that of magic, and the function of myth is not to explain

but to vouch for, not to satisfy curiosity but to give

confidence in power, not to spin out yarns, but to establish

the flowing freely from present-day occurrences, frequently

similar validity of belief,"8’
I will reserve comment as to the usefulness of such an observation
for the moment and remark only, but significantly , that for
Malinowski myth is preeminantly to be understood sociologically, and
functionally. Myths, and not just those intimately connected with
magic exist for the telling of origins, for the maintenance of the

88

traditions and in order to provide a charter for present action.
Myth is not idle speculation, nor a symbolic communication; it neither
explains nor illustrates, It is firmly grounded in the practical
demands of everyday life, and in particular in a life in which rational
and empirical control is sorely limited. It "fulfils in primitive
culture an indispensible function; it expresses, enhances and

codifies beliefs; it safeguards and enforces morality, it vouches for

the efficiency of ritual and contains practical rules for the guidance

of men".89 Myths themselves are in no need of explanation; their
meaning is clear enough and their function is just as clear. In
Malinowski's ringing gose; "Myth is a constant by-product of living

faith, which is in need of miracles; of sociological status, which demands

. 90
precedent; of moral rule, which requires satisfaction."

Clearly Malinowski overstates his case. Myths may very well serve to
legitimise action, ritual, magical or otherwise and justify the institutions
of a society but they need not do so exclusively nor indeed directly.

Myths can offer explanation as well as justification and the way they do
either can be the subject of an interpretation which accepts their

symbolic nature rather than their manifest and directly observable content.
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Furthermore as G, §, Kirk points out myths and ritual are not necessarily
colexistent nor is myth by virtue of that supposed co-existence necesgsarily

sacred 91 .

However, there ﬁ number of threads to be extracted from such a position, *
Assuming, for the time being, that we have some understanding of what myth
consists in, either despite or because of Malinowski, we need to enquire
both into the nature of ritual and into the connection between ritual and
myth, Ritual, for Ruth Benedict, is a form "of prescribed and elaborated
behaviour'"; it is both individual, in the neufotic,and cultural, Ritual
is "extra necessitous for the technological poin; of view" and it is a
"prescribed form of behaviour for the occasions not given over to
technological routine" ?2 While this definition suggests one of the
dichotomies apparently so essential in the definition of ritual, that of
the rational and the irrational and in that it follows Malinowski, it
avoids or assumes the second, that between the sacred and the profane.
Emile Durkheim's argument for the division of the world made by religious
thought is a familiar and highly influential one: "all known religious
beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common characteristic:

they presuppose a classification of all the things, real and ideal, of which
men think, into two classes or opposed groups, generally designated by two
distinct terms which are translated well enough by the words profane and
sacred, This division of the world into two domainsg, the one containing
all that is sacred, the other all that is profane, is the distinctive trait

3
of religious thought" 2

This dichotomy, like the one between rational and irrational, is much
insisted upon, but in a way similar to the first it is charged with being
ethnocentric  and likely to be inadequate as a viable classification of the

native's own thought - as much is shown by E,E, Evans-Pritchard in his study

94

of the Azande, A rguing as such and at the same time denying its universal

on
applicability, Jack Goody nevertheless insists/the observer's right to
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observe and therefore on the analytical serviceability of such a dichotomy

and similarly Edmund Leach prefers to argue in an early work that such &
dichotomy expresses a continuum rather than an absolute,"From this point of
of action

view technique and ritual, profane and sacred, do not denote tXEea/ but .

96
agpects of almost any kind of action."

But to blur this category while at the same time observing it extends the
range of actions that might be included within ritual, On the one hand it

is & form of consecrated behaviour, but on the other hand we can and do
extend the notion of ritual to include non-religious ceremonials and even
non-public ceremonials, the rituals of family and inter-personal relations o7
The classification of different forms and functions of ritual can then be

endless.

What can be disentangled from all this? We can insist on the preservation
of the distinction between the sacred and the profane worlds even in the
acknowledgement that in certain cultures and society that distinction may
be relatively meaningless. For us it signifies the ability to accord
special significance to a certain set of actions and to a certain set of
beliefs, To employ a linguistic analogy the sacred is an equivalent of the

marked term and minimally this itself suggests distinction and difference 98

Secondly we can make a distinction between the function and the form of

ritual action and acknowledge that it is predominantly with regard to the forw
its function, that controversy centres, A ritual is social, While it need
not as Jack Goody argues, depend on the physical presence of a community, it
becomes meaningful only through its collective acknowledgement 9 . And
ritual in the peculiar clarity and consistency of its forms is clearly both
opposed and responsive to the ambiguity endemic in social life, Max Gluckman

for example sees ritual as the particular product of tribal societies, he
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calls them "multiplex" in which social role and status is diffuse.loo

Ritual is essentially to do with the disentangling of status and role
and in the establishment of authority within the social structure 101

He suggests therefore two interdependent hypotheses; the first proposes
that the greater the secular differentiation of role the less ritual there
will be and the less mystery in the ceremonial of etiquette; the second
proposes that the greater the multiplicity of undifferentieted and over-
lapping roles, the more ritual there is to separate them., The presence or
absence of ritual therefore grows out of the social structure; an argument
which leads him to suggest that the reason for relative absence of ritual

in our own society is due both to the segregation of roles and to the
segregation of conflict between roles, 102 This is, I think once again,
too narrow a view, Clearly there is more to status than role differentiation;
and contemporary preoccupations with status, both individual and collective
grow out of a society whose ambiguity consists not so much on fusion of role
but on the contrary, on 1its elaboration,

The relation nevertheless between ritual and status is a central one,103

though it can be extended beyond the strict sense of social status.

Ritual expresses and attempts to resolve not just the uncertainties of

social status but the uncertainties attached to the status of any and perhaps
every aspect of culture, Myth also, as I have argued, seems to function

in this way. And it is probably this equivalence of response to, as it were,
structural demands of society, that underlies all attempts to make myths

and ritual mutually supportive.

For Clyde Kluckhohn in the context of his attempt at a general theory of
myth, this is expressed not in terms of society but in terms of the individual;
"...the only uniformity which can be positive is that there is a strong

tendency for some sort of interrelationship between myth and ceremony and
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that this relationship is dependent upon what appears, so far as present
information goes, to be an invariant function of both myth and ritual;
the gratification(most often in the negative form of anxiety reduction)

104 This

of a large proportion of the individuaﬁiin a society",
formulation involves the introduction of insights derived from psychoanaly;is,
specifically Anna Freud's characterisation of the ego's defence mechanisms

and Malinowski 's theory of myth as a charter. But as I have already pointed
out, myths occur without rituals and vice versa and myths have characteristics
rituals have not, '"their fantasy, their freedom to develop and their complex

105
structure," >

There is, therefore, no clear agreement on what might pass as the function
either of ritual or myth. Like so many arguments of a similar cast, the
problem is the non-falsifiability of the theory even were it to be coherent.
The presentation of '"myths" which were clearly non-functional or at least
not functioning in the prescribed way could easily be, by definition,
excluded from the theory. So in the absence of?ilternative definition

of myth, one which G, S, Kirk, for example, refuses to provide, his so-
called aberrant myths are not myths at all, 1In any case the perception

of myth as preeminently a response to,and an attempted resolution of stress
and strain within culture and society is one that dies hard, Terence Turner
in recasting Lé;i—Strauss's Oedipus myth is a powerful advocate of such a
perspective 106 , and even Clifford Geertz's commentson it, telling though

they may be, still leave the functionist beast alive. 107

We can avoid, in part, the functionlisttautology on the one hand, and

G. S. Kirk's, albeit highly intelligent and persuasive eclecticism on the
other, 1if we follow another route; the route prescribed by considering
both myth and ritual as languages - indeed as a language., As Marcel Mauss

8
writes: "all ritual is a kind of language, it therefore translates ideas." 10
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And Edmund Leach following Claude L;;i—Strauss, and taking also

a cue from J,L, Austin argues ‘similarly: "We engage in rituals
in order to transmit collective messages to ourselves."m9

Ritual becomeé a form of expressive communication involving no clear
distinction between audience and performers, The source or origin
of the ritual is neither clear nor important, and what is of
immediate and consummate interest is the patterning of acts, words,

images and music which make up a collectively legitimised, though

still individually perceived,message,

Myth is also language, and the relation between it and ritual no
longer hecomes necessarily dependent on reference to the society

in which they are found or which produces them. Nor is there any
reagson to suggest that the response will be homologous. Indeed
Claude Levi-Strauss has made just this point in considering the
similar ritual but different myth of the Mandan and Midatsa Indians.llo
What now becomes the issue is the form, or structure, that myths and
rituals present and which guarantees their communication. As I

have already noted myths and rituals will vary enormously in their
complexity; and we can expect mythic language to be more developed
and more gubtle, But we can also expect that the basic logical
principles will be similar; they will consist in the transformation
of sign and symbol, metonymy and metaphor, and in such a way that the
basic categories of spatial, temporal and causal differentiation are
given concrete expression.111 Together and separately, myth and
ritual comprise a system and it is only within this system that any
one item gains its meaning, The interpretation of myth and ritual,

therefore, while not undertaken independently of any consideration

of its social and cultural context, is nevertheless not determined

by it.
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Arnold Van Gennep, while not offering a linguistic theory of ritual

in any precise sense, nevertheless sees ritual in systematic terms,
identifying the basic elements of ritual, whose significance is

gained in the rélationship to each other, He sees ritual, not in t
terms of "the particular rites' but in the essential sgignificance

and their relative positions within ceremonial wholes, that is, their
order,,,, the underlying arrangements is always the same, Beneath

a multiplicity of forms, either consciously expressed or merely

implied, a typical pattern always recurrs; the pattern of the rites

of passage."112 Like so many seminal ideas this one is remarkably
simple, It consists firstly in the Durkheéinmim. hypostatisation

of the sacred and the profgne which, in Van Gennep's view is given above
in ritual

all/ spatial and territorial expression, but which is also manifested

in time, in the seasonal and life-cycle patterns of human existence,

The movement from profane to sacred and back again is a movement

fraught with social implications, and in order to effect such a movement
a transitional stage is necessary. The movement, in any case, is
marked by ritual whose dynamice consist in three phases; those of
separation, transition and incorporation.113 A man, on coming of age,
will be taken away from his femily and friends, a separation involving
ceremony, and placed beyond that circle, physically and socially,

before being allowed to return. His return, however, equally marked

by ceremonial, will see him with e new status: sacred from the
perspective of his previous state, but now profane by virtue of his

involvement in 1t.114

This pattern is the basic one which Van Gennep asserts underlies all
ritual, those of life cycle, birth and death, marriage and initiation,
and those of any ceremony which involves an even temporary acknowledgement

of the sacred, Indeed any such movement, even for example meeting and
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leave taking is marked by a transitional period, albeit brief, which
in his views serves to "make the break gradual rather than abrupt."115
All boundaries which are given ritual expression, which are ritually
marked, are marked in such a way as to make movement through them
both visible, that is they are given symbolic expression, and relatively
painless, Some societies are clearly more conscious of these
thresholds than others, and different societies will give different
aspects of their culture ritual expression, With a metaphor that

we shall have cause to remember Van Gennep makes this point quite
clearly: "A society is similar to a house divided into rooms and
corridors. The more the society resembles ours in its form of
civilization, the thinner are its internal partitions and the wider
and more open are its doors of communication, In a semi-civilized
society, on the other hand, sections are carefully isolated, and
passage from one to another must be made through formalities and
ceremonies which show extensive parallels to the rites of territorial

paaaage...."llé.

It is clear that in our own society the scale of ritual in interpersonal
relations and at points of transition in our life cycle is not great, as
Van Gennep notes, though those passages in and out of the sacred which
are marked, are done so in ways perfectly in tune with Van Gennep's
characterizations of them, Edmund Leach, for example, draws attention
to the role of formality, masquerade, and role reversal as marking in
all forms of society, including our own, the aspects of separation,

incorporation (interchangeably) and transition respectively.117

And
he, like Van Gennep, wishes to establish the coincidence and validity
of the logic across and between cultures, irrespective of, though not

irrelevant to, the particular beliefs and practices which are associated

with 1it,
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I hope to argue, that in our society and culture this ritualisation

is given expression not so much in the details of social relations

but in the forms of its culture, that it is not so much in terms of

the 'lived! reiations of social status, but in the 'thought' relation
of the status of knowledge and ideas, It is in this sense that such

a transition marking and ameliorating Institution as television gains
its significance,. The source of our social and cultural anxiety has
been, to a degree, displaced, We are much less concerned by the facts
of birth, marriage or death, for example, in contemporary culture, because
it might appear, we have forms of knowledge which have allowed us to
deny or minimize the dangers associated with them. We are, however,
much more concerned with that knowledge itself, and with the dangers
that it poses to our security, Culture is itself, in its cognitive
or aesthetic aspects, in need of mediation, and television, in both

its content and its form, is a central instrument of that mediation.

It marks the site of the most important rite de passage in our

contemporary society.

I shall return to these issues shortly and to an attempt to characterize
the way in which television can be understood mythically and ritually,
but before I do there is one further dimension of the problem to be
considered, This too, like the equation of myth and ritual, has a
semantic quality about it, but equally it has operational significance.
It is the question of the difference between myth and folktale,

IV

ot

The dispute is endless, Its resolution is not helped by the failure,
as we have seen, to agree on what myth is. On the one hand there
are those who argue that the material of myth and folktale is inter-

118

changeable, and that it is only the sacred quality of the former

which marks it as distinct,; and there are those who suggest that
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myth is the general category of which folktales are a species119
or even that folktales are, in a number of significant ways, a
degeneration of myth.lzo Let me explore some of these aspects

in a little more detail.

Stith Thompson, the folklorist, identifies the coincidence of plot
structure underlying the different forms of tale: '"Fairytales

become myths, or animal tales, or local legends. As stories transcend
differences of age or of place and move from the ancient world to

ours, or from ours to a primitive society, they often undergo protean
transformations in style and narrative purpose. For the plot structure
of the tale is much more stable and persistent than its form."121
It is the mutual convertability of myth to folktale and vice versa,
which he, and Franz Boas, equally stress, Each, for Boas 1is the
product "of the play of imagination with the events of human 1life;
an imagination and a play which is rather limited..,..People much
rather operate with the old stock of imaginative happenings than

122 puth Benedict also finds little with which to

invent new ones."
distinguish folktale and myth: '"Myths like folk tales are primarily
novelistic tales, the two are to be distinguished only by the fact
that myths are tales of the supernatural world and share also

therefore the characteristics of the religious complex."123

But this diffuseness is not general, and those who are cognisant of
the narrative structure and its variation seem prepared to hazard

more than this - though inevitably not without some backsliding.

For example, Thompson quotes A. Olrik on the definition of the
folktale, only to suggest that it is, rather, the difference between
oral and literary narrative that is being diatinguished.124 G.S., Kirk

also offers a definition of a folktale; '"traditional tales, of no

firmly established form, in which supernatural elements are subsidiary;
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they are not primarily concerned with serious subjects or the
reflexion of deep problems and preoccupations; and their first
appeal lies in their narrative interest.";125 which stresses little
that is unequivocal even including the seriousness of the content

of myth, a seriousness which suggests a difference in the intensity
with which they are believed, For Kirk the folktale is a derivative,
logical 1if not chronological, from the unbounded category of myth;
and what links them is the presence of folktale motifs or narrative
devices often visible in an elaborated myth.126 It might even be
that the folktale is a discovery of the early nineteenth century,

a figment of the imagination of those who discovered peasant culture

in all its illiterate glory.127

Nevertheless it does seem reasonable to suggest that folktales
involve the weakening and the transformation of myth. That much
at least is agreed by Vladimir Propp and Claude Lébi-Strauss, and
by someone who might be éalled their mediator, Eleazor Meletinsky.128
I will reserve a discussion of the methodological dispute until the

next chapter and concentrate, albeit briefly, on the substantial

arguments,

Vladimir Propp has little to say beyond recognizing that '"the fairytale
in its morphological basis represents a myth," 129 but he is taken

well to task for failing to incorporate that insight into his analyses
of the narrative of the folktale by Claude LéQi-Strausa. Lévi-Strauss,
in offering his own version of the relationship, begins by making

a questionnable assumption - that "almost all societies perceive the
two genera asdistinct" P?:ﬁen makes two more substantive suggestions:

"In the first instance, the tales are constructed on weaker oppositions

than those found in myths. The latter are not cosmological, metaphysical,



-129-

or natural, but, more frequently, local, social and moral. In the
second place - and precisely because the tale is a weakened trans-
position of the myth - the former is less strictly subjected than

the latter to the triple considerations of logical coherence,

religious orthodoxy, and collective pressure,. The tale offers more
pqssibilities of play, its permutations are comparatively freer, and
they progressively acquire a certain arbitrary character."JB]

For L€§i-Strauss, as I hope to argue in the next chapter, Proppian
analysis is basically misconceived because;ﬁzlgltaches himself to

the derivative and incomplete text of the folktale, but clearly

this is simply a case of one man's meat, The issue, methodologically,
hag to do with the relative stress one places on the chronology of the
story as compared with the structural logic of a mythic system, The
choice itself is in part determined, and this would be the point, by
the relative strength of one form of ordering over the other in a
mythical or non-mythical text, The shift, in a sense, involves a shift
from, in myth, a deep structure of logical categories given concrete
expression synchronically, to in a folktale, a less deep ( though still
not manifest) structure of chronologic and function, In an extreme
way, the meaning of a myth lies in the mythic system, while that of

a folktale can be divined from the single text, at least in conjunction

with ethnographic and sociological evidence,

Despite having defended Propp against LéQi-Strauss, Eleazor Meletinsky's
recent return, in English, to the subject of myth and folktale,l32
involves an acceptance of the primacy of myth, and the argument that

the transformation from myth to folktale involves a8 movement away from

the cosmic to the social and the individual. But this is a transformation

and not a denial of the basically mythic structures of categorial opposition
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and presumably does not involve any change in the myth's basic
function which is to explain "the existing social and cosmic order
in such a way as to support it, by excluding inexplicable events

and hopeless contradictions_"J |

We need no longer accept such an inclusive and totalitarian
formulation entirely, but it has some, inevitable foundation, So too
does Meletinsky's characterisation of the elements of the transition
from myth to folktale. I can briefly 1list them without detailed
comment: the elimination of ritual and sacred elements, the weakening
of strict belief in the truth of the mythological happenings, the
development of conscious invention, the loss of ethnographic concreteness,
the substitution of ordinary people for mythical herces, of indeterminate
fairytale time for the age of myth, the weakening or loss of aetiologism,
the shift of attention from collective destinies to individual ones,

134

and from cosmic destiny to social destiny. What is involved, essentially,

is a change of scale,

"In the fairytale, the objects that are acquired and the goods that
are achieved are not elements of nature and culture, but food, women,
magical articles etc.,, which bring about the hero's good fortune;
instead of a first beginning of things, we find here a redistribution
of goods which the hero acquires for himself, or for his immediate

135

circle," One might be tempted to characterize this as the

consumerization of myth, and indeed this is not as entirely unfanciful

as it might appear.136

Not only does the folktale therefore offer a weakening of much which
in myth gives it itg power, whether that is interpreted logically or
aesthetically, but it brings the telling of tales, in a sense, much

closger to home, The content of the folktale is less transcendent;
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it 18 told for enjoyment and as I have noted in the last chapter,

the teller of folktales and songs is given a certain licence in

his narration,. This might also be trué, of courge in the telling of
myth, but insofar as myths are linked to particular rituals end
actually do rec§unt an origin or explain a practice, then this must

be less likely and less extreme,

¥

Let me now discuss, by way of summary, not myth and folktales or even
ritual as separate phenomena, but the mythic which contains them all.
In view of the disputes and differences on matters of substance this
seems both reasonable and likely to be more profitable, It does not
involve an argument for mythopoeia, a mythic form of thought, but
more in the way of Lgvy—Bruhl, a mythic dimension to thought. Such
a dimension will gain greater or less expression, depending on the
culture and on its development; it will be expressed differently and
through different forms likewise, It is the present argument, of
course, that our society is no more exempt from this than any other,
claims for the disenchantment of the world notwithstanding, And it
is the present argument that/%glisision, supremely among the mass media,

which articulates the mythic in contemporary society,

A definition is in order, The mythic dimension of culture contains
traditional stories and actions whose source is the persistent need to
deny chaos and create order, It contributes to the security of

social and cultural existence, The mythic is a world apart, but it is
also close at hand. It acts as a bridge between the everyday and the

transcendent, the known and the unknown, the sacred and the profane,

Such a definition contains the following elements:

1. narration,

2. tradition.



-132-

3. motivation,
4, function
5. framing.

6. mediation.

I will consider each in turn.

1. Narration Much of the remainder of this thesis will be concerned
with narrative and I will postpone its substantive discussion,
Suffice it to say that the telling, singing or acting of myth and
folktale, within or apart from ritual, involves the communication of
an ordered and rule governed text. The rules are both constraining
and enabling, They guarantee the viability of the performance; they
generate in the disciplined mixing of the novel and the familiar and
137

of rigk and certainty, the pleasure of the tale. Narration

itgelf 18, in a certain sense, a transcendence,

Conversation, of course, is rule governed, and includes quite naturally
the felling of stories;138 indeed jokes, fables, proverbs constitute

a logical residue of the miniminally performed and they mark, along
with the unselfconscious products of informal narration, the hither

end of the mythic.

Similarly for Claude Lévi-Strauss the deterioration of myth begins with
the folktale and ends with the serial romance.}39 Beyond that it is

no longer worthy of the name, Clearly not all stories belong to the
mythic, though perhaps they all have something of the magical about them.
But clearly too, what makes a story a myth, is the social recognition
that it is such; and mythic narratives are essentially collective

14
properties, both anonymous and secure, 0
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Television's narratives are mythic in this sense, as I hope
subsequently to show. They preserve in their structure the
relatively simplg logic of event and meaning, of more obviously
mythic tales, Everything in television is told, though it remains
to be established conclusively, of course, that everything which

television tells is mythic.

2. Tradition "If then myths are traditional tales, then their

telling is subject to the rules of all traditional tales: they will

be varied in some degree on virtually every occasion of telling, and

the variations will be determined by the whim, the ambition or the
particular thematic repertoire of the individual teller, as well as

by the receptivity and special requirements of the particular audience.“Ml
It is the structure of the tale which preserves its authority, as well

as the structure of the performance within which it is narrated.

The conservatism of which the mythic is an embodiment and which it expresses
is dynémic and complex. So to be effective conservative thought needs

to be able to maintain harmony with the new, and the mythic does this

by processes of adjustment and cooperation wherein its structures are
preserved. ~ Innovation in culture is itself constrained by, and
dependent on, not so much the weight or the content of tradition, but

on the presence within that tradition of the forms of expression and
orientation which have developed generally, if not universally, as the

response of man's fundamental confrontation with his world.Mz

It seems hard to assert that television is traditional; it is certainly

compelling in its repetitions, but equally certain and equally obvious in

its contempt for anything which is not new and not unique?43 Even history

becomes de-reified in the dramatization of the moment. However once
again, not much beneath the surface, television is traditional; not
only does it establish its own traditions, in programmes and more

144
significantly in the sheer act of watching , but it depends crucially
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on the restraints of storytelling., At this level we already know -
and I hope to demonstrate - that television is the presetver of

tradition and that novelty is a thin disguise.

The culture which sustains and is sustained by it is a folk culture -

the little tradition perhaps, though not exclusively rural nor in

any way immune from the influence of the e11te.l45‘ A folk culture is,
almost by definition, a traditional culture, though once again it needs

to be stressed that the 'folk' are not those of the backwater, but a
national folk with whom we all identify, to a greater or lesser degree,

at some time or another,

3. Motivation '"Man can adapt aomehow to anything his imagination can cope
with, but he cannot deal with chaos..., Therefore our most important assets
are always the symbols of our general orientation in nature, on the earth,
in society and in whatever we are doing."l46 The mythic grows out of
man's fear of chaos. On the one hand it is expressive of the solidarity
gained in communion, though not as Durkheim would have it, its exclusive
product, On the other hand it grows out of a desire to make enough sense
of the world in order to stem the panic engendered by the unknown. "Every

47
human order", argues Peter Berger, "is a community in the face of death.'

The mythic, in a certain sense, is a literal response to such feelings. It
may well use, and depend on, as C.G.Jung and Sigmund Freud argue, the
particular structure and contents of the unconscious. For Jung the purpose
of rite and dogma was clear; they were dams and walls to keep back the

148 And for Freud the common symbolism of myth

dangers of the unconscious.
and dreams was evidence of the workings of this, perhaps even mythic level
of the psyche.]49 Geza Roheim uses his Freudianism also to see in myth and
folktale a response to archaic feelings of guilt and anxiety; "In the folkta:

we relate how we overcome the anxiety connected with the 'bad parents' and

grew up; in myth we confess that only death can end the tragic ambivalence of
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hhuman nature, Eros triumphs in the folktale, Thanatos in the

150
myth,"

Indeed all those theories of the mythic which have emotion as their

base perceive it as a response to some dark layer of man's existence,

be it internalized, in the psyche, or externalized, in the natural

world. For Mircea Eliade, as we have seen, myth is a response to the
terror of history and to pain and suffering.ls} Aspects of the world,
beyond control, are made bearable and hence controllable through accounts
which can only succeed in their consistency and persistence. The mythic
is motivated by a desire to reduce the ambiguity and uncertainty of the
raw world and to replace it in consciousness and in lived relations, by

a structure of minimum viability which guarantees the integrity and
reality of human existence, The fact that this was a symbolic structure,
a mediation, an idealization, did not mean that it was false, as for
example Jurgen Habermas seems to think. "In primitive stages of
gsocial development, the problems of survival - and thus man's experiences
of contingency in dealing with outer nature -were so drastic that they had
to be counterbalanced by the narrative production of an illusion of order,
as can be clearly seen in the content of myth." 152 That illusion is
such only because these creations cannot eradicate the uncertainty or
contingency of the world which prompted them; but insofar as they
generate the conditions for & more of less ordered and secure world

then they are as close to the real as human beings will ever reach.

So the perception of the mythic as being logical, in a concrete,
non-Aristotelian sense, is one which itself is persuasive. Myth is,
in part, a response to and a necessary resolution of the arbitrary;

it cannot just produce it, It must combine, therefore, the emotional
and the rational, and both are needed to explain it, just.as both are

needed to explain man. The logic is concrete, it uses the natural
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world, because as L;vy-Bruhl argues, the mythic imagination is at
one with the world, Economic and social contiguity with nature

is both reproduced and supported by narrative contiguity,

We meet arguments which are ultimately to do with motivation in the
context of television research, both in the notion of escape and in
the concept of uses and gratifications; perjorative/:ggi-perjorative
functions respectively, As Elihu Katz and David Foulkes153 suggest
this research follows the question "what do people do with the media”,
and the answer is something like this:",,..everday roles in modern

society give rige to tension or drives (stemming from alienation or

felt deprivation) which lead one to high exposure to mass media with

its characteristic context..., and its characteristic content (e.g.

fantasy) from which via psychological processes such as identification

one can obtain compensatory gratification and, perhaps, an unanticipated
consequence, '"narcotization" of ot her role obligations." Here media
of mass communication, though not granted exclusively dysfunctional
roles, nevertheless are studied in terms of the drives which make

fantasy both necessary and appropriate.ls4

4, Function "The function of myth, in short, is to stabilize the
existing regime, to afford infallible precedents for practice and
procedure, and to place on an unassailable foundation the general rule

of conduct, traditional institutions and the sentiments controlling social
behaviour and religious belief,., myth is not aetiological but fidejussive.
Its business is not to satisfy curiosity but to confirm the faith. It

is here to cater,not for the speculative man with his 'why', but for

the practical man with his 'how' if not then?" 155



=137~

Arguments about function, which are or should be social, inevitably
grow out of assumptions about motivation.lsé The mythic therefore
is seen as a containment of the irrational, a justification of what
passes for the fational, a protection against the unknown and the

di fferent, The mythic connection with violence has often been
not:ed.157 Its continual restatement of origin; its denial of
empirical time and the reinstatement of real time is perceived as an
aspect of its function as a legitimater of the present social order,

as well as a guarantee of its future,

The mythic reinforces zst:atus.]58 It 18 a guide to nction,]59 It is
none of these things.lGo The problem of function centres on the
tendency for those who consider it, Malinowski perhaps apart, to make
the mythic coextensive with society, and to agsume that the accounts it
gives of the world are faithful to the work of 1lived relations and
directly bear upon them, The great joy of the notion of latent

function is that even when this homology is not apparent, che argument

can still stand.

Equally absurd, of course, is the totalitarion theory of falsehood,
equally functional, but premised on the assumption that the mythic

not only holds back the natural threat but also the social threat to the
existing social structre, In this sense myth is an uncritical response
to a critical situation; "Myth originates whenever thought and
imagination are employed uncritically or deliberately used to promote

social delusion."}G‘

This is, of course, an i{ncreasingly common theme, particularly in
much eriticism of contemporary culture, But just as much as myth
cannot be treated as the be all and end all of social existence, no

more can it be perceived as a permanent abermration. The Mythic, of

course, is functional, but not because it is ubiquitous. On the
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other hand, of course, it is often out of accord with the interests
of sections of society who would have most to gain by the transformation

of that societyanda replacement of one myth by another,

Indeed mythic forms can be used precisely and paradoxically to aid
this transformation as James L, Peacock has pointed out in his
‘discussion of the Ludruk, the classic drama of Indonesia.l62 The
incorporation of new values and content into the old forms serves,
in this case, a number of purposes: first of all it helps both
actors and spectators to understand modernization in terms of vivid

and meaningful symbolic classifications; secondly it geduces the

participants into empathy with modes of social action involved in the

modernization process; and finally it involves the participants
aesthetically, but equally in favour of the changes being undertaken

in their society,

Here the mythic is much more than just a 'symbolic statement about the
social order',’63 but involves the more or less selfconscious manip-
ulation of traditional forms to involve those who have accepted those
forms to accept,in turn, social change, Whether this is functional or
not will depend on how one values those changes and indeed how one
measures the success of such cultural events in contributing towards
them, One cannot, easily or at all, move from descriptions about
what a myth contains to assumptions about action; nor can we posit

a one to one correlation between action and communication, Theories
of reflection, as much as theories of function, mask the very real

difficulty and complexity of such relations.

Nevertheless of all aspects of culture, the mythic will be the closest
to a heartland of belief, thought and action. Prompted, as I have

argued by a desire for order and control, it attempts, in thought
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and deed, to generate just that. But it may be, and increasingly is,

only one solution to that need and to the problems associated with it.

Once again arguments about the function of television parrot those about
myth; often critical, though not always so, they stress the role televisjon,
cap in hand, plays to the institutions of the state and of soclety as a
whole.]65 This seems at least as far as a centralised medium of mass commun-
1cétion is concerned, unremarkable, though we may not like the way of it.

But it is, I think, in the final analysis,lalso misconceived, The relation-
ship between television and society, just as the relationship between myth
and society, is not simply functional, if by that we mean essentially and
necessarily preservative of existing institutions, Indeed, whatever notion
of function we use, substantial questions about the nature of television

remain, This is an issue to which I shall return in the final section of

the thesis,

5. Framing The response which the mythic offers to these cultural problems
is therefore particular, I have already suggested that although myths are
not necessarily or exclusively sacred tales, they nevertheless constitute

the marked element in culture, By that I mean that the mythic is a form

of expression that is both different from and at the same time similar to,

as well as distant from and close to, the world of every day experience,

The move from that world to the world of the mythic involves a transformation,
the crossing of a boundary, the entering of, in Victor Turner's terminology,
a liminal dimension}66’ Its sacred nature is not therefore objectively given

by the presence of gods or the exclusive preoccupation with things cosmic,

but solely in that movement from one clearly defined domain to another,

The passage is both illuminating and modifying of normal experience. And this
is so because in the mythic, both in myth and in ritual, it is the patterning
of experience that is made manifest; the coherence of experience becomes
explicit., As I pointed out in the first, introductory, chapter, the mythic
consists in a framed reality.]67 The notion of a frame surrounding the work

of art and marking it off from an otherwise undifferentiated background, is



-140~

relatively modern, As Meyer Schapiro writes: '"Apparently it was

late in the second millenium B.C, (if even then) before one thought of a
continuous isolating frame around an image: & homogenous enclosure like
a city wall,... The frame belongs to...the space of the observer rather
than of the 1llusory, three dimensional world disclosed within and behind.
It is a finding and focussing device placed between the observer and the
:I.m.age."‘168 The frame, in its metaphorical sense - in television of course
it is both - is just this finding and focussing device, and there are

at least three dimensions to the frame of the mythic.

First of all we can identify the social aspect. The frame here is a spatial
and temporal boundary which separates the mundane from the sacred. Those

who enter this sacred time and space are entering an emotionally toxic

world of familiarity and risk, in which they are expected to suspend disbelief

and accept for the time being a heightened set of categorical imperatives}69

On entering they are faced with a form of communication with displaces their
own, which denies or alters their normal perceptions of space and time. The
narrative of a myth or drama contracts or expands temporal sequences at will,
As Mircea Eliade among others notes, mythic time is forever present, Space
too is transformed; it is always here. In the metaphor and metonymy of
sympathetic magic distances are transcended.170 In the mythic, cause too is
transcendent. Motivation, empirical connection - both are relegated to the
search for perfection and equilibrium of an ordered play. "To be perfect an

171 And 'play', here, is play in both

ending must be perfectly prepared for."
its senses, that of drama and that of voluntary, superfluous, enjoyment in
Jan Huizinga's sense. Play is distinct from ordinary life - and like ritual
that distinction is marked by time and by placé and by a distinct order,
"Inside the playground an absolute and peculiar order reigns. Here we come
across another, very positive feature of play: it creates order, is order,
Into an imperfect world and into the confusion of life it brings a
temporary, a limited perfection. Play demands order absolute and

17
supreme," ? We are to be reminded also that the word stage has a
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temporal, spatial and active reference,

The third sense of frame refers to the content of the mythic:

Suzanne Langer's '"strongest light and deepest darkness".l73

The content itself is marked off and distinct,though not entirely,for the
simultaneity of distance and proximity must be maintained and articulated.
The content is the product on the one hand of a synesthesia: the

mythic is a communication in which differences of perspective, of
emotion, of sensibility are united into a plurivocal text.174 And

on the other it spe&ks of balance between its elements and between

their referents beyond the myth; in 'this sense the content of the

myth speaks of the particular ambition.... "to reach the threshold,
undoubtedly the most profitable to human societies, of a just

equilibrium between their unity and their diversity; and to maintain

an equal balance between communication, favouring reciprocal
illuminations - and absence of communication, also beneficial - since

175
the fragile flowers of difference need half-light in order to exist.,"’

Television is the frame par excellence of our culture; it shares with

ritual as Mary Douglas points out176 the capacity to redirect and to
redraft perception and experience; not for ever certeinly, but for
the duration. Within and through the frame, perhaps, Henri Bergson's
famous notion of 'growing old together' (La dufég)is for the time

being annulled.177

6. Mediation I prefer the notion of mediation to that of transformation,
because while it makes obvious sense to recognize??ﬁs mythic is often

a world of t:Opssy—t:ur:veydom,]78 it need not be, and I want to stress

now, and in the next section that the mythic is essentially a bridge
between man in his everyday existence and both the natural end super-

natural world which bounds that existence, "™Mythological thought

operates within the continuity between the human world and the world
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of the gods. Theological thought serves to mediate between the
two worlds, precisely because their original continuity now appears
broken."l79 Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann echo Lg;y-Bruhl's
recognition that myths themselves are secondary, the product of a
self-consciousness which is absent in mythical thought itself,

The mythic, of which I have been talking, is much closer to the

theological of Berger and Luckmann.

In a defintion of the mythic which looks to Mircea Eliade and to

Arnold Van Gennep, Victor Turner stresses its mediatory position and
function, The mythic is the domain of the liminal, which paradoxically
from our point of view stresses the ambiguous and the fluid, rBther

than their resolution, "The attributes of liminaiity and of liminal
personae (threshold people) are necessarily ambiguous, since this
condition and those persons elude or slip through the network of
classifications that normally locate states and positions in cultural
space, Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are

betwixt and between the positions assigned and arranged by law, custom,
concentration , and ceremonial. As such, their ambiguous and
indeterminate attributes are expressed by a rich variety of symbols

in the many socleties that ritualize social and cultural transitions."lso
Myths are liminal phenomena: '"...they are felt to be high or deep
mysteries which put the initiand temporarily into close rapport with
the primary or primordial generative powers of the cosmos, threats of
which transcend rather than transgress the norms of human secular
socliety, In myth i8 a limitless freedom, and?symbolic freedom of
action which is denied to the norm bound incumgent of a status in a

social structure, Liminality is pure pot:ency."l81
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Mediation is the dynamic within the mythic. We need not accept
entirely Turner's characterisation for it denies, though his work
often seems to incorporate, the angular logic of an intellectualist
perception of ﬁyth; and this seems necessary both in terms of a
definition of the myth and also in order for us to understand the
mythology of others. With the notion of mediation, however, this
discussion of myth and the mythic comes full circle. Whether
conceived in terms of symbolic function or totemic operatégg or in
terms of the liminality of Mircea Eliade and Victor Turner, the
mythic is the site where chaos and order, past, future and present,
reason and emotion meet, if only momentarily. It is the nature of
this meeting, one which unites television with the mythic as I have
presented it, which I want to consider in the next and final section

of this chapter.

VI

In order to do this effectively I want to return to some considerations
which I presented in the first chapter, and in particular to the notion
of commonsense, "Commonsense knowledge is the knowledge I share with
others in the normal, self-evident matrices of everyday li.fe."]83

And for Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, and indeed for Alfred Schutz,
the commonsense world is the taken for granted, typical world of you
or I in our daily existence, We are wide awake in it, It is

ordered and objective, It is the domain of the 'here' of my body

and the 'now' of my present, "What is 'here and now' presented

to us in everyday life is the realisgimimm of my consciousness."l

It 18 intersubjective; I share it with others, It is unproblematic

until further notice, that is until, quite tautologically, it becomes

problematic. Commonsense is bounded by finite worlds of meaning.
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I am excluded from these by my involvement in the everyday world

and in order to make them accessible to me as a member, I have to
translate their particularities into my own, Everyday language
does this for me; "Typically, therefore, I distort the reality

of the latter as soon as I begin to use the common language in
interpreting them, that is I 'translate' the non-everyday experience
back into the paramount reality of everyday life."ls5 Commonsense

is sedimentary; it contains within it the accumulated experiences

of man faced with similar problems at different times.

Perhaps, as hard as it is for a member of the everyday world to under-
stand the reality of finite worlds surrounding him the reverse is also
true, Specialized, and by that I mean in this context at least,
sociological, conceptions of the commonsense world are both infrequent
and apparently ill-informed. Berger and Luckmann, for all their
sensitivity, produce an unevenly eclectic account of an abstract
social process.lg6 Elsewhere considerations of commonsense have

been judgemental, And clearly within any self-conscious Marxism

the view of the unselfconscious man in the street is likely to be

187
condemnatory,

Among these ,perhaps the most interesting is the account given of

188
commonsense by Antonio Gramsci in The Prison Notebooks.

Gramsci makes a distinction between commonsense and good sense, the
former is "not rigid and immobile, but is continually transforming
itself, enriching itself with scientific ideas and with philosophical
opinions which have entered ordinary li.fe."'189 The latter, 'good
sense', is the particularly philosophical element of commonsense,
practical, empirical, and which deserves to be 'made more unitary

and coherent'.190
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"Commonsense is not a single unique conception, identical

in time and space, It is the 'folklore'of philosophy,

and, 1ike folklore, it takes countless different forms.

Its most fundamental characteristic is that it is a conception

which, even in the brain of one individual, is fragmentary,

incoherent and inconsequential, in conformity with the

social and cultural position of those masses whose philosophy

it is. At these times in history when a homogeneous social

group is brought into being, there comes into being also,

in opposition to commonsense, a homogeneous - in other words

coherent and systematic - philosophy." 191
Commonsenge, for Gramsci, therefore, has a certain coherence, as
well as its fragmentary quality; it is material because it is
grounded in the experience of social existence; it contains within
it residues of previously held beliefs and opinions, and indeed the
relationship between religion and commonsense is a close one,

192

Philosophy, an intellectual form of thought,supercedes both.
Commonsense and folklore are coexistent: "Commonsense creates

the folklore of the future, that is as a relatively rigid phase

of popular knowledge at a given place and time,"

These considerations, degpite the different valuation, accord very
well with the implicit model of commonsense I outlined in the first
chapter, in which commonsense was conceived as a form of knowledge
grounded in the everyday world and bounded by other forms of knowledge
and non-knowledge with which it has to maintain a relationship.
Traditionally that relationship has been articulated through the
mythic; contemporarily it is articulated through the media of

mass communication, pre-eminently television. A Venn diagram

might make this more clear:
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FIGURE I: MYTH AND COMMONSENSE

Commonsense here is core knowledge, Grounded in man's material
experience of the everyday it defines ané is the product of the
everyday's typicality. With commonsense, we get through or

get by, admittedly in a parochial way, but with a parochiality which

is universal, as are the problems with which it has to deal.
Commonsense is taken for granted, but it need not be unconscious,

and of course its consciousness may not coincide with that of

critical reason, but that is another matter. Indeed the judgements
about it, wmirror those judgements against primitive thought of

which, in its ethnocentrism, the nineteenth century

was 8o fond.194 It is none the less logical and adequate for its

task. Commonsense is bounded, one might even say surrounded, by
agpects of human existence which are not intrinsically available to
it, and with whose juxtaposition life becomes uncertain and ambiguous.

On the one hand there is the domain of what we might call non-knowledge:
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the natural for the primitive, the unknowable, the unpredictable,

the uncontrollable, On the other hand there are the various and

often competing specialist accounts of the world,as often as not

of that world of the unknowable which itself is unknown, unpredictable
and uncontrollable from the point of view of commonsense. Where these
three zones overlap we find the domain of the mythic. The mythic bridges,
mediates and translates the unknown and the unknowable into terms which
are accessible and forms which are familiar. For Clifford Geertz this
boundary is essential to an understanding of the cultural significance of
ritual 195 ¢ "A man, even large groups of men, may be aesthetically in-
sensitive, religiously unconcerned and inequipped to pursue full scientific
analysis, but he cannot be completely lacking in commonsense and survive.
The dispositions which religious rituals induce, then, have their most im-
portant impact - from a human point of view - outside the boundaries of
ritual itself as they reflect back to colour the individual's conception
of the established world of bare fact," The mythic frames the world of

coﬁmonsense and it concentrates the mind wonderfully,

Although the distinction is a relative rather than an absolute one, it is
clear that the two dimensions of the mythic, the cognitive and effective ,
each have their place in this model., The mythic boundary between the
particular forms of knowledge and commonsense is essentially a cognitive one;
reason is the transformer; the appeal is to the intellect.  And equally

the mythic boundary between non-knowledge (the world of nature) and common-
sense is essentially an affective one; emotion is the transPmmer and the

appeal is to feeling.

Indeed the various forms of television programmes, the news, the documentary,

the drama and the entertainment show can be placed within this model and
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distinguished, quite simply, through it. Each form articulates its own

mix of familiarity and novelty and each mediates in a different mode across
the divide into the world of commongenge., Most distinct are the documenfhry
and the entertainment show, the former predominantly appealing to the
intellect, the latter to the emotions, Drama and news are more equivocal
forms and more complex, though I suggest there is more reason than emotion
in the news, while the reverse is true of drama - there is more emotion

than reason.

The drama, with which I shall be concerned in this thesis is to be clearly

demarcated, at least in the eyes of the producers, from the documentary;

196

the audience is to know that drama is not real, Freed, therefore,

from the constraints of direct portrayal, but nevertheless constrained
by memory and ephemerality, (a drama is not memorable because it is true), a

the
television drama is = narrative form par excellence. In serial or soap box

as well as in the isolated play, but particularly in the former, the novelty
of character and style is firmly locked into the familiarity of p10L?7 Here
the myth is in the logic of expression, the excitement of event and the
control of expectation, Its‘content is the content of direct experience,
though heightened, transformed, given prestige; violence, love and sex,

the family, work, life and death. Emotion rules reason,. As I have
suggested drama is to be distinguished most clearly from documentary;
television knows it: ",,.it is essential that the nature and purpose of
every programme should be made clear to everybody. Not only must the
audience know that they are watching a documentary as opposed to a play;
they must know that it is a documentary which sets out to do this or that,

and to do it from certain standpoints only,.. And since the audience must
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be in no doubt about such things, this must usually be said more than once"

Documentary is not reality of course; it is a translation of reality and as
often as not the esoteric or presumed esoteric reality of others.‘l.g9

But documentary treats of particular knowledge and particular worlds -

the scientific, aesthetic or political - and it does so in an attempt to
broaden horizons of everyday culture. It is an equivocal tesk - for the
bouﬁdary remains both despite and because of such attempts; the documentary
is the site of intellectual liminality, where the categories of, for example,
science, are blurred and those of the everyday extended, and where the result
is/:restigious illusion of understanding. This is myth also; because the
illusion is inevitable and necessary, just as in drama the solutions it

offers are impossible, Narrative though in different degrees, and probably

in different ways, underlines both,

I have less to say about the news and the light entertainment show. The
news with its formulae and its persistence is much studied though not always
in a particularly enlightening way;200 it consists in fragments of
narrative and its fragmentary quality masks its forms, Here above ali is
revealed television's engine of transformation as the novelty of origin,

of distance, of size and of conflict are made amenable and manageable in
time (News at Ten) and space (Here is the News), News is drama reversed;

the chronology of narrative is shattered and the categorial logic of the

mythic system assumes dominance., News is reason over emotion.

The show is pure emotion, pure entertainment and the constraints of song,
dance and the joke reach out to the edge of ritual, for our participation
is necessarily intense but impotent, The mystery, however, is intense,
and it is perhaps in the show, above all, that television creates its
own canon of stars and idols;zoj The content of the show is itself
close and familiar; indeed in light entertainment nothing is new except

its style., This very familiarity demands therefore its heroes, and its
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extravagance: what is near is pushed away; in the news what is far away

is brought home,

Figure II
Television and Myth: the forms
Documentary
(Reason)
Drama News
(Emotion/Reason) (Reason/Emotion)

Entertainment
(Emotion)

Television therefore can be understood as a mythic phenomenon
éssentially because through it we of the profane world have access

to something which, in its unmediated state, and by its very

distance, is sacred. We may not, as individuals, be particularly
anxious about problems of science or aesthetics on the one hand, or

of life, death and identity on the other, but our culture, like

any other, is, Television betrays the other, while at the same

time preserving it, Its particular intensity 1is that of a synaesthetic
experience of sight, sound and touch; it defines the location, where
in drama or in documentary, our own world is open to the reassuring
challenge of magic and enchantment. And indeed that experience is

a communal one; we are participants and not just patients; and this

is so through our participation in the entirety of television's

culture, through newspapers, magazines, and in conversation, The
mythic world of television demands a response which it itself conditions

and constrains. It does not exist without us.
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This characterisation is, in a sense, overly poetic. Therefore

the remainder of the thesis, in exploring the structures of drama,
seeks to give it some substance, More work is needed before a full
understanding of the other fo;ms of television will be reached, But
it is hoped this framework will be useful,. Television, I suggest,
should be given a significance which transcends the immediate and which
despite its appearance, locks its participants in a communication which
preserves, integrates, and legitimises, not only our own society, but
the continuity of human, cultural existence, In this sense it is

mythic,
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CHAPTER 1V

On Narrative

Marshall McLuhan has argued that television must abandon the story line.
"There simply is no time for the narrative form, borrowed from earlier

. 1 . . .
print technology."  McLuhan's understanding of narrative is, however,

too literal.

The purpose of this, and the next two chapters, is to illustrate in what
ways television can and does tell stories, and to discuss some of the im-
plications of that facility. Indeed the process has already been begun in
my discussion of the work of Christian Metz and in the demonstration of its
usefulness for an analysis of the form of television's expression. Through
such an analysis we can begin to understand how it is that television, and
of course film, structures its texts in its particular way. This dimension
of narrative is medium specific and of course says nothing about the content
of the stories, though an understanding of it depends on a measure of that
conteﬁt. The problems associated with pushing this work further are legion
and in particular they involve a minute examination of the image and its
internal structure. Such work has begun elsewhere, though hesitantly, and it
still seems unable to transcend problems both of translating image into
words and of making those words seriously illuminating or the interpretation

offered through them ultimately compelling.2

For my purpose, such work is in any case preparatory, for my interest now
and in the rest of the thesis is with the content of the narrative and with
its form. The problems here are of a different order, though they are still
enormous.3 They are not of course solved through the kind of formal and
structural analysis which I offer here, but if it is recognised that such

an analysis is itself the beginning, though in my view the correct beginning,
then it should be clear, at the end of it all, what the problems are and

perhaps even how they might best be approached.
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So, if television tells stories, what are the stories that television
tells? We can begin, as many others have done before, with the classic

studies of Vladimir Propp.a

Vladimir Propp's study of Rissian folktale took as its point of departure
thelliterary theories of Veselovsky5 and his thematics, but it owed

a much more direct debt to his formalist contemporaries, among whom

the study of the texts, both poetic and narrative, as autonomous entities

was the principal concern. Victor Shklovsky6, Boris Eikhenbaum7, and

Roman Jakobsons, among many others, defined for themselves a new

field of poetics9 and attacked the study of the devices and structures

within the poetic and novelistic texts with gusto, an enthusiasm fanned

and encouraged in the few years immediately following the Russian Revolution
and before the cold hand of Marxist criticism stifled their anti-sociological

independencelo.

Formalism was directed towards making the study of literature and literariness
scientificll. Boris Eikhenbaum wrote in 1927: "What does characterise us

is the endeavour to create an autonomous discipline of literary studies

based on the specific properties of literary material."lz, a discipline

which claims autonomy for its object and an object defined not by its content

but by its form, by its devices: "...the specificity of art is expressed

not in the elements that go to make up a work but in the special way they are

13 . . . .
used". It involved, face-to-face with narrated texts, a distinction between
e ’

plot (sjuzet) and story (fabula)la and it was the former which demanded
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their attention. The contrast with the previously genetically oriented

literary history was clear enough.

.

"The genetic approach can elucidate only origin and
nothing more, while for poetics the elucidation of
literary function is vital. Precisely what the
genetic point of view fails to reckon with is the
device as a special kind of utilisation of material;
it fails to reckon with the selection of material
from communal culture, its transformation, its
constructional role; it fails finally, to reckon with
the fact that a detail of communal culture may
disappear, and yet its literary function remains;

it remains not as a mere relic but as a literary
device, retaining its own meaning, even if totally
unrelated to communal culture."!

The claim for the autonomy of the text and for its identification through
the study of the devices that construct it involved necessarily a denial
of any type of redudtion, to the social or to the psychological.16 Neither
the éuthor's personality nor the social circumstances of his time were in
any sense relevant to a sclience that claimed not books, but literature,
not poems, but poetry, not stories, but narrative, as its object of study.
At once, then, there was an explicit claim to generality. Formal units or
devices abstracted inductively and justified theoretically had a viability
beyond the specific texts in which they were originally located. Herein
lay the claim to science and to an objectivity of analysis; ''the main test
was to establish the unity of any chosen structural device within the

greatest possible diversity of material"]7.
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Vladimir Propp's analysis of the folk tales, Victor Erlich calls it

"one of the most valid formalist contributions to the theory of f:i.ction"(18
lies easily in this tradition. And it is in his work that narrative as
such, the structures that define how it is that a story can be told, gets
its earliest systematic formulation, Propp was not, of course, blind to t
| implications of his study: 'The scheme is a measuring unit for individual
tales, Just as cloth can be measured with a yardstick to determine its
length, tales may be measured by the scheme and thereby defined. The
application of a given scheme to various tales can also define the relation
ships of tales among themselves, We already foresee that the problem of
kinghip of tales, the problem of themes and variants, thanks to this, may

receive a new solution",(lg)

The folk tale 1is, in Propp's view of it, doubly constrained; both by
cultural reality outside it and by its internal structure. He concentrates
his attention on the second and the result inductively reached, is a
morphology: "...a description of the folk tale according to its component
parts and the relationship of these components to each other and to the

(20)

whole," The primary units of the tale are its functions; "an act of

a character, defined from the point of view of its significance for the
course of the action,"(21) eand they are few in number. The morphology

is therefore the product of an ex post facto analysis and does not

reflect or represent the act of creation or of reading with its concomitant

uncertainty or risk; 41t is fundamentally a static analysis of an achieved
and completed structure.(22)

>
From an examination of the folk tales which he takes from the Afanaﬁev

collection he produces a morphology which consists of 31 basic functions

and nine preparatory ones.(23)
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The preparatory functions are of uncertain status(za) and they are not

involved in the rigorous chronology of the main functions; they exist
primarily to set thé scene and there are no rules determining their '
necessary presence or absence, The 31 main functions, however, give

the tale its unity, though even here,on the basis of his empirical
study, there are alternative arrangements which lead Propp to hazard a

(25)

four-fold subclassification of the tales before him, The actors, too,

are subject to a simple classification and one which depends on their

(26)

functional significance.

The reader is referred to Appendix 2 and of course to the subsequent
discussion. 1In brief, an account of Propp's conception of the narrative
of the folk (or fairy tale) would be the following:

The scene is set by the absence or death of significant members
of a family, by the arrival of a villainous character or by various acts
of deception, stupidity or disobedience, The story proper begins with
either a villainy or the experience of a loss (lack) - in other words
through the assertion of disequilibrium, which it is the purpose of the
following action to remedy. The hero or searcher would then leave home
and become involved in a series of adventures which tests him and which
lead, perhaps with magical help, to a successful resolution; either he

he
finds what he 18 looking for or/triumphs over the villain(27).

The triumph
is marked; the hero has some evidence of it and he returns home though
pursued. His arrival may be something of a shock, for he will not be recog-
niged as the hero and will subsequently have to test his status against the
claimsof a false hero. Once this has been achieved and he has gained his
full recognition, the hero can be rewarded with marriage or gifts. In any

re
event the equilibrium has been /established, the lack redeemed, the villainy

regolved,
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This formulation is, even in Propp's view of it, doubly limited. It is
limited to the genre, the fairy tale which albeit beinga misnomer, identifie:
a specific group of tales linked both by content in Afanddev's clasaificagion
and then subsequently by their form when Propp considers them.(zs) It is
equally limited by what Propp acknowledges is the pre-Linnean level of the

(29) it is
but /nevertheless necessary

admittedly crude, analysis which he offers,
as a preliminary, above all as a preliminary to true scientific work;

"it must be said that . decomposition into components is, in general,
extremely important for any science. We have seen that up to now there
has been no means-.of doing this completely objectively for the tale. This

is a first, highly important, conclusion".(Bo)

Nevertheless despite this modesty which is both substantive and methodological
Propp has been criticised in a number of different ways. We need to be aware
of these criticisms. They are of two kinds; the first centre on claims that
Propp has misunderstood the nature of the folk tale and its narrative
structure and the second that he has failed to see the implications or to

fully develop the potential of his analysis.

Among the first, the most important, is that articulated perhaps centrally
by Claude BremOnd(31) that Propp's monochronology betrays the dynamic
richness of the folk tale and that it denies its complexity. In so doing
it imposes a premature and illegitimate closure on the tale. The folk tale,
even at its most basic is not a simple linear structure and any method for
its analysis should, Bremond believes, be able to recognise that such
narratives can be complex both chronologically - for example, they can
present two plots simultaneously - and in terms of character - we should

be able to recognise both divergent perspectives and different motivations

(32)

within a narrative The folk tale in Propp's hands becomes a static

entity which overlooks the fact that a story is not predetermined but open
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to a whole range of variations which are themselves the product of

the narrator's freedom, however limited., A narrative, for Bremond,

is a dynamic structure and analysis must preserve that dynamism in the
identification‘of its risk, its choice, its uncertainty. What needs to :
be avoided most of all, and Propp fails to avoid it, is the reification

of the text€33)

These objections are pertinent; they must be seen as the necessary
definition of some of the limits of what Propp has attempted, and indeed
they give substance to Propp's self-acknowledged crudity. But they are
themselves premised on assumptions which themselves are flawed and which
lead in Bremond's own work .on narrative to an analysis of the logic not
of narrative as such but of action, What is missed by Bremond in his

dereification of the text is precisely its coherence. Narrative does
not consist in 1its potential, but in its completion. A story must end(34),
and it is not until its end that it becomes a story., The analysis of its
elements is therefore dependent on 8 previous recognition of a story's
integrity and on an understanding of its content, on the decisions that
have already been taken. To suggest otherwise is a sleight of hand.

Claude Bremond, while correctly identifying the limits of Propp's work,

neverthelegs errs in denying narrative's own limits,

Underlying Claude Bremond's criticism, however, is the recognition which
he shares with most of Propp's critics that formalism inpoverishes its
object., A whole range of questions - about motivation, about the place
of the subject, about the different modes of narration and the place of

with
} character and with content - are

(35)

the narrator, about the concern

avoided or relegated in Propp's analysis of the folk tale
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Indeed, Roland Barthes, in one of his more recent works, draws

attention to what he calls the plurality of the text, a plurality that
ultimately defies formal analysis. Barthes prefers to think ofkthe
infinity of strﬁcture, in a manner, perhaps despite himself, very akin !
to Claude Lé;i—Strauss; ",..for the plural text, there cannot be a
narrative structure, a grammar, or a logic: thus if one or other of

these are sometimes permitted to come forward; it is in proportion

(giving the expression its full qualitative value) as we are dealing

with incompletely plural texts, texts whose plural is more or iess
parsimonious."36 Even accepting thisg it is of course the case that
implicit in Propp's argument ig the assumption that folktales are just such
"incompletely plural texts" as indeed is my assumption that television

is also.

The second‘aet of criticisms develops from this argument about
impoverishment but centres more on what Propp has not done rather than
on what he has, but poorly, There are a number of dimensions to this;
firstly that he excludes any notion of performance, of the dynamic in
the presentation and reception of a spoken or sung narrative;3

secondly that it fails to integrate the text with its context and in
particular with the culture that generates it and supports it; and
thirdly and as a corollary of this latter point, that Propp's formalism
is both too abstract, and insufficiently aware of the concrete logic
underlying narrative and in particular mythic narratives.38 These
are points made substantially by Claude L€vi-Strauss, and worked through
in practice both by him and by A.J, Greimas. The remainder of this
chapter is involved in a consideration of the substantive work of
Levi-Strauss and Greimas and therefore I would like at this stage only
to discuss the debate, inevitably rather one-sided, between Propp

and Lgvi—Strauss.39
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"Unless the content is surreptitiously reintegrated into

the form, the latter is condemned to remain at such a level
of abstraction that it neither signifies anything any longer

nor has any heuristic meaning, Formalism destroys its object,
With Propp it results in the discovery that there exists in reality
but one tale." 40

From form to structure, Claude L&vi-Strauss opposes Propp's
diffidence with a conception of narrative which systematically
moves beyond questions of morphology to take account of content,
context and meaning. However the barracking is deceptive; as

- 41 42
Levi-Strauss recognizes = and as Propp foresees, the divide between

them is neither clear nor unambiguous.

In Levi-Strauss's own characterization of it, Propp's analysis does

not acknowledge that myth and folktales are metalinguistic entities

not linguistic ones, In his concentration on the syntax or chronology
of the tale he refuses to see that the elements from which it is
congtructed themselves signify: "Let us say, to clarify this thesis,
that in a tale a "king" is not only a king and a "shepherdess" a
shepherdess, but that these words and what they signify become tangible
means of constructing an intelligible system formed by the oppositions:
male/female (with regard to nature) and high/low (with regard to culture)
as well as all possible permutations among the six terms".“'3 Propp

cannot incorporate the content into his system, It remains outside,

It will be studied by the historian.

But PHr L;Qi-Strauas, ag I have suggested, it is precisely this
incorporation which makes the analysis of narrated texts both possible
and exciting. Tgﬁdtexts themgelves, and for Lé@i—Strauss, these
texts are typically/ideally mythical, are metalanguages, in which not
only is the narrative chronology structured, but in which the entire

content and not just what Propp chooses to call its attributes,44

- 18 patterned and constrained by 1its active inclusion in the text
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and culture alike, Lézi—Strauss's view of the mythical texts and
the way of their analysis.is a more inclusive, less humble affair,
and it is oriented to a desire to understand the texts and to do so by
relating them t§ their context, and to treat the content and its system :
as a fundamental part of its structuring. Whereas Proppian formalism
remains in his view at the level of the abstract and of the syntactic,
and hence is ultimately sterile, Lgbi—Strauss's own structuralism
demands consideration of the concrete context in which the'tales are
constructed and told, a level of analysis which is essentially semantic
and which will be able to recreate the richness of the texts.45

"The study of any linguistic system requires the cooperation

of the grammarian and the philologist, This means that in

the matter of oral tradition the morphology is sterile unless

direct or - indirect ethnographic observation comes to render

it fertile,"46
The analysis of the myth or folktale demands that all of it can be
structured, that nothing in it can be relegated to the arbitrary,
To suggest, however, that for Propp, the content is indeed arbitrary
is misleading. Propp, as Eleazor Meletinsky notes,47 had a clear
sense of priorities. Consideration of content, the attributes of
the tale, must take a logical and chronological second place. His
consideration of this, at least in publication, gets no further than
a list,48 but he is quite aware of their significance, and that,
potentially at least,the characteré‘attributes, initially listed under
three heads (external appearance and nomenclature, particularities of
introduction into the narrative, and dwelling place) can be analysed

and be analysed in a way remarkably close to that subsequently under-

taken by Lgvi-Strauss.
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Content therefore can be analysed and done so scientifically:

"To speak of the fact that the villain may be a dragon, a witch,

an old hag, robbers, merchants, or an evil princess etc.,, or that

the donor may be a witch, an old woman, a backyard-grandma, a
forest-spirit, or a bear etc., is not worthwhile, because this would
lead to the compiling of a catalogue, Such a catalogue is interesting
only 1f it is presented from the standpoint of more general problems,
These problems have been outlined; they are: the laws of trans-
Prmations and the abstract concepts which are reflected in the basic

forms of these attributes",

If, as I have suggested, the whole discussion of form and structure
in the analysis of tales is ?yerlain by the distinction between
language and metalanguage,/:ﬁ::;lying it, and in a certain sense
parallel with it, is the distinction, less easily drawn, between folk-
tale and myth.SO That there is a distinction to be made is clear,
and I‘have discussed it already; that it caz7§e made unambiguously

is equally clear, For ﬁ;vi-Strauss, as we have seen, folktales are
in every sense weaker than mths, though they are of a similar order;
tales and myths lie on a continuum, both dealing in similar ways with
similar material. The myths construct their oppositions through
cosmology, metaphysics and nature; the folktales are more often local
social and moral, The‘structure itgelf differs. In the myths the

of
pressures of logical coherence, religious orthodoxy and/the collectivity,
as it were, guarantees a coherence which the folktale avoids.SI The

tale is structured in an altogether freer manner,

If this ia the case then why, asks Lé;i-Strauss, does Propp only concern
himself, and concern himself rather naively in his view, with folktales

and not myths? The simple answer, of course, and one that LéQi—Strauss
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obstinately refuses to recognize as legitimate, is that Propp is
actually more interested in folktaleg, Instead he berates Propp
for his ethnological ignorance, his mimconception of the true
relationship bétween folktale and myth, the former being a miniatur- '
ization of the latter, and his failure to recognize that far from being
historically prior, myths and folktales actually coexist in many
societies,

"The point is not to choose between tale and myth, but to

understand that they are the two poles of a field that also

includes all sorts of intermediate forms and that morphological

analysis must be considered in the same way, if one does not

want to leave out elements belonging, like the others, to one

and the same system of transformations,'"52
Lé;i-Strauss is berating Propp for not being ﬁ:vi-Strauss, and in so
doing seems to misconceive the distinct method and the distinct
material to which Propp addresses himself, It seems intuitively
correct to suggest that whereas the object of Propp's analysis, folktales,
are chronologically or syntactically strong and possibly logically or
semantically weak, the object of Lévi-Strauss's analysis, myths, are
chronologically less strong and semantically far from weak. In part
however this judgement is too intuitive; the method masks the content,
But the intention is also different,. Propp wishes to describe the
tale, L;vi—Strauss to describe the system of tales, As Eleazor Meletinsky
notes, Lgvi—Strauss's analysis ".,,, represents the analysis of the
structure of mythical thinking, and not of mythical narrationﬂ{53a
comment echoed by Alan Dundes?a; Propp recognized the relation of
folktales and myth, as L;vi-Strauss notes, but regarded the description
of the tale as necessarily prior; he also recognized what generated
the coherence of the folktale more than anything else was its narrative
structure, As Meletinsky justly observes:

"Levi-Strauss's idea of the possibility of interpreting

individual functions as the result of a transformation of
the same material is very interesting and fruitful., However,
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it 1s better to make such an examination after the summary
morphological analysis and not in place of it, v 35
This seems reasonable, A Proppian formalist analysis need not,
indeed does not; contradict what a structuralist might offer, !
The questions it asks, albeit limited, are different. In many cases
they may be more appropriate, In this case, that of the analysis of
television programmes, and in particular the analysis of drama programmes,
these questions do seem to be appropriate, We can by virtue of the
tools Propp provides, define the framework of the narrative and we can
define in what the structure of a particular tale might consist, There
is therefore a level of story-telling about which it is possible to be
quite precise, and that is its chronology, the syntagmatic arrangement
of its functional units, Such precision demands, as Propp and' Christian Met:
acknowledge, little concern for the nature or structure of the wider
culture, Such precision therefore is necessarily exclusive of a
large part of the narration, its content, its meaning, which is told.
The listing of functional units in the description of a narrative's
morphology is necessarily a prolegomena to the work of understanding

what and how the narrative signifies,

II

o,

Any attempt to face the problems of a text's semanticity involves
moving away from & close concern with its manifest structure, with

its visible patterns, and & correlative movement away from a desire

to preserve the texth integrity, Questions about a texth meaning
necessarily involve leaving the particular, albeit temporarily,

in order to establish the generality according to which that particular
becomes possible, Structure replaces classification, logic chronology,

and by and large, deduction replaces induction. The analysis of a
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text, which might be a folktale or an individual myth, becomesg the

analysis of meaning, of language or of myth as such,

At one extreme, Propp's morphology being at the other, of this broad
advance on narrative lies the work of Claude Lé;i—Strauss, and it is
an extremity defined by its attempt to generate for myth, a logic of
sensible qualities, a logic of the concrete, a logic of culture,

The mythical texts with which he is concerned, manifest that logic but
in their entirety not in their individuality. L&vi-Strauss is
concermed with a system and its constitution and he is concerned to
reveal its basic categories, and their interplay. The chronology of
the narrative is reduced to an enigmatic formula, but one which has a
logical coherence of thesis, antithesis, synthesis rather than a

5
defined and precise sequence of elements,

Somewhere between, and the vagueness is deliberate, for the metaphor is
not precise, lies the structural semantics of A, Julian Greimas,57
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