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A lot action on the list-serve and coming together in great website; part of the grade! circulation of material via site; scores of hits, check out my home page;

Next project building up theorist list, choose one or two and post 5 to 10 entries by Dec 1; see Richard if questions; 



Next week web assignment: select an image, text, event from Afghan war and do a diagnostic critique: i.e. what it tells you about the war, the US, terrorism, or the global world

Hermemeneutical dimension: Interpretation

To do interpretation, you need theories;

These theories in KeyWorks are tools of interpretation, approaches to interpreting and criticizing texts;



Theorist List



Jennifer Mandel-- Gilles Deleuze for the web assignment. Does anyone want to do Felix Guattari?�Maria L= HENRY GIROUX. 

Annette B =Fredric Jameson. 

Rebecca = bell hooks and Eduardo Galeano

Richard= Henri Lefebvre and Noam Chomsky�Sung-Sang Yoo= Antoni Gramsci, E.P. Thompson, and Raymond Williams..�Ralph on Roland Barthes

�Last year assignment at this time was:

check out the handout on LA County Art Museum, Made in California Exhibit; see the 

Los Angeles Times attack

New York Times balance

The world has change and not for the best…



today: diagnostic critique in media culture

I’ll make some remarks followed by wrap-up on Barthes and mythologies, KeyWorks –- Jevon



Oct 30 Questions of youth culture and diagnostic critique; Kellner, MC, Chapter 4; DK Intro

Barthes, KeyWorks –- Jevon

Slacker, Beavis and Butthead and youth film--Lindsey

Giroux on youth culture from website: Brendesha and Sung-Sang

Hebdige on Youth Culture in Durham and Kellner, KeyWorks—Patty Omelas

N.B. 2-3 page paper on September 11 event due; minus for every day late



Nov 6 Race and Ethnicity in Media Culture; 

Kellner, MC, Chapter 5 and summary of MC: overview, discussion, questions, putting it together;

The films of Spike Lee—Shawn and Estela

Rap Music, Kellner, in MC – Patty, Raquel, and, Maria,

Herman Gray in, Brandice

bell hooks, website and keyworks—Raquel, Brendesha, Rebecca



Tonight: engaging youth culture: major theme of cultural studies; done with politics of representation, to do next week;



Diagnostic critique



Diagnostic critique uses history and social theory to analyze cultural texts and cultural texts to illuminate historical trends, conflicts, possibilities, and anxieties.

so far we've done a diagnostic critique of the 1960s

ideologies of counterculture; internal contradictions

C2 diagnostic critique of Rambo and Top Gun

Reagan and Rambo;

recuperative project of both: assimilate 60s and countercultural; individualism and heroism from left and counterculture

Last week Tomino’s images from Afghan war and terrorism montage showed same type of images as war films;

TV news as entertainment; tabloidization; CNN using military music; Tom Brokow and NBC using flags, how media promote war and patriotism;



Stallone films of 70s and 80s: white working class male rage; Rocky; locker taken by black; beats shit out of one in fight

Rambo: destroys small town// wipes out Vietnamese and Russians to liberate



Exorcism: fear of feminism; independent women; young woman possessed by Devil articulates allegorically fear of women becoming sexually out of control and needing patriarchical discipline; i.e. exorcism

Virgin Suicides cautionary warning tale about too much discipline

Buffy and Dark Angel as allegories of young women becoming empowered and fighting off demons

Demons: allegory of teens possessed by violence, drugs, and malevolent forces



rap music: oppression and anger in ghettos; sexism



current questions: popularity of X-Files? Allie McBeal? Surviors and reality programming? West Wing? New CIA and FBI shows like Alias? Eminem? latino mural artists?

Your assignment next week: diagnostic critique of artifact from 9/11 or Terror war;



in Chapter 4, my conceptions of a contextual cultural studies and the notion of diagnostic critique are illustrated, first, by study of some horror and fantasy films that articulate the social anxieties of working and middle class people in an era of economic insecurity in the United States and elsewhere. 

In Chapter 2, I interrogated how Hollywood films transcoded the political discourses of the era, while the studies in chapter 4 probe the anxieties of ordinary people in the terrain of everyday life during the same period. 

Cultural studies can thus use its methods to probe events, discourses, and social trends on both the macro- and micro-level, engaging both the defining political trends and evens of the era, as well as the texture and travails of everyday life.



	For example, the Poltergeist and other horror films articulate fears of downward mobility in this situation and provide allegories concerning social anxiety ove losing one's job, home, and family. 

Amityville Horror, haunted house films; fear of homes falling apart, losing home

crisis of patriarchy: father displaced in P1; reasserts authority in P2



stalk and slash films: fear of teen sexuality; hostility between teens, teens and older adults, generation gap



return of classical horror: ubiquity of fears

Dracula: fear of uncontrolled sexuality -- obviously fears of sexuality today-- sex kills, i.e. aids



Frankenstein: fear of science and Technology getting out of control



post-apocalypse films: Blade Runner, for instance: fear of nuclear or environmental devastation; fear of urban collapse, etc

fundamental trope of cyberpunk fiction and of Dark Angel 



diagnostic critique of situation of youth



first Jevon

Pearl Jam, "Jeremy"

Nirvana, "Smells Like Teen Spirit,"



teen suicide panic; NJ teens kill themselves in cars

blaming heavy rock and other music

stupid to blame heavy rock but also wrong to claim that audiences do not listen to or care about the words--



Kurt Cobain of Nirvana kills himself--



Next, I interrogate the situation of contemporary youth through analysis of the film Slacker and the mtv-series Beavis and Butt-Head.



 My argument is that media culture provides social allegories which articulate class and social group fears, yearnings, and hopes.



 Decoding these social allegories thus provides a diagnostic critique with insight into the situation of individuals within various social classes and groups, like youth.



 Thus, fantasy and popular entertainment may be the vehicle of deadly serious diagnoses of the contemporary era which cultural studies should analyze and interpret.



For insight into the plight of contemporary youth, one can look to Richard Linklater's Slacker (1990) and Dazed and Confused (1993) and to the 1993-1995 MtV phenomena Beavis and Butt-Head.



Slacker is probably the quintessential cinematic dissection of the plight of the post-60s generation of disaffected youth, bombarded with media culture and alienated from the conservative hegemony of "straight" middle class society. 



The youth of Slacker all live on the margins of society and pursue off-beat life-styles, refusing to play the game of academic success, career, marriage, and family espoused by the mainstream, and celebrated in the Poltergeist films. 



	The film pursues a day in the life of Austin, Texas youth during the late 1980s. 



The narrative opens with director Rick Linklater arriving in Austin on a bus. He embarks at the bus station and gets into a taxi where he proceeds to recount the "weird" dream he has just had and philosophizes concerning the possibility of alternative universes and lives, consisting of choices not made, which he had just read in a book. 



The film then pursues an aleatory itinerary in which one character accidentally encounters another and the narrative proceeds to trek each new character, leaving the previous ones behind. 



The result is a vision of youth leading aimless, disconnected lives, wandering from one scene and situation to another without specific goals, or purpose.



	Yet the young slackers are in a totally media-saturated society in which the products of media culture provide the warp and woof of their conversations, fantasies, and lives. 



A political conspiracy buff tells of government conspiracies and cover-ups from the space program, referencing World Weekly News; another speculates on Live Elvis; an agitated young woman tries to sell Madonna's pap smear, complete with black pubic hair; another slacker recounts statistics indicating the lack of genuine mandate for Bush in the 1988 presidential election, which it turns out, come from the Dallas Morning News; a young black sells Free Mandela T-shorts and pamphlets, while doing a political rap derived from media cliches; a video artist/activist has a room full of TV sets and video-tapes, trying to capture everything on tape; the local music scene is a major sources of interest and entertainment, as are movies and television; two slackers philosophize about the cartoons Scooby Doo and the Smurfs in a cafe; and many of the characters spout fragments of pop philosophy derived from media culture.



On the other hand, unlike Beavis and Butt-Head, which I discuss below, the slackers also read books, referencing Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Sade, and various other writers and poets, though the differences between books, TV, and movies seem to be levelled, with the various characters reducing everything to sound bites and cliches.



	The slackers, however, appropriate media culture for their own ends, turning artifacts from conservative media sources into material for radical social and political critique, while using media technology for their own purposes (as does obviously director Linklater and his team). 



The slackers are not passive products of media effects, but active participants in a media culture who use media to produce meaning, pleasure, and identity in their lives. 

The ubiquitous T-shirts often have logos or images derived from media culture, and TV and music are constant backgrounds for the cinematic events of the film.



	Thus, the media form the very warp and woof of the slacker's lives and allow diagnostic critique to discern that for many segments of youth today media culture is their culture. 



Previous studies of media effects were too restricted in their (pseudo)scientific research methods and thus failed to see how media culture circulate images, artifacts, information, and identities which are appropriated by audiences which use the media culture to create their pleasures and identities. 



Researchers concluded too quickly that media culture had no discernible and measurable effects because their experimental situations were too artificial and their methods inappropriate to tap into the texture of everyday life to see how people actually use the media to produce meanings and identities.



	Slacker thus allows a diagnostic critique of how media culture saturates contemporary youth culture and provides the materials from which young people produce meanings, identities, and bondings. 

In a sense the film presents a "postmodern" vision of the plight of contemporary youth.

he conception of "postmodernism" that I am using here is that of Jameson (1991) who focuses on flat, one-dimensional experiences or images, disconnected and fragmented, but punctuated by moments of euphoric intensity. This concept describes both the form of the film Slacker and the texture of its characters' experiences and life-style.

 The youth are lost in the moment and seemingly live completely fragmented and disconnected lives, going from one activity to another through largely accidental mediations. 

No one seems to have any long term plans or projects, and all seem to only live for the moment, drifting through life as if in a dream with no dreamer. 



	Yet as the characters in the film wander from one scene to another, and as some characters leave the frame, while others enter, one gets a sense of something of a Slacker community in which the Slackers are connected to each other, even if temporarily or minimally. 

Yet the community consists of nomadic wanderings, accidental connections, unstructured comings and goings, and a vision of life as consisting of disconnected moments of euphoric intensity, punctuated with periods of banality and meaningless.



	The style of Slacker thus utilizes the postmodern strategy of fragmenting and disconnecting narrative unity, presenting a series of slices of barely connected lives, meandering through the surface of things, without any depth or deeper meaning. 



A young man picks up a young woman outside of a music club, takes her home, and we see her get out of bed and leave the next morning, while the roommate watches TV in the same room, without any dialogue shown passing between the characters.



	The film thus explores surfaces and while there are moments of great humor and intense conversation, there is no character development, plot development and resolution, or the production of deep meanings that link sequences, or tie the narrative strands together. 

Moreover, Linklater pastiches modernist movies, as where he draws on Luis Bunuel's modernist film The Milky Way (1969) as the principle of narrative (dis)organization of the film -- define modernism 

Bunuel's film presented the voyage of religious pilgrims on their way to Spain in a timeless space and placeless time, in which the main characters encounter one eccentric figure after another, who soon disappear as another strange person enters the narrative sequence. 

Slacker also presents a world of accidental connections and absurdist juxtapositions, though while Bunuel's film had some main characters who remained in the narrative, and utilized allegorical probing of Christian myths, Slacker has no main characters, with each slacker disappearing after her/his few moments of narrative focus, and the film eschews allegory or symbolic meaning.



	Slacker's concluding sequence plays with Godard's One Plus One, substituting for Godard's black revolutionaries proclaiming revolution a "Post-modern Paul Revere" (as described in the titles) riding in a car with loud-speakers, describing a government weapons program. 

And while the end of Godard's film shows his camera apparatus on the beach, scooping up his then wife Anne Wiazemsky and raising her to the sky in a fade-out, in a delirious romantic image of transcendence through love and cinema, Slacker shows a group of all night party animals driving up to Mount Bonnell, the highest point of Austin, with a movie camera which they throw off the cliff. 

The camera pans to the cover of Paul Goodman's book Growing up Absurd before spiralling images of the camera swirling down the cliff cut to black in a nihilistic conclusion that nothing really matters in a totally absurd world, neither love, nor cinema, nor creativity, nor transcendence of any sort.



	Yet in another sense, Slacker represents a modernist auteur with a distinctive vision and style which adds up to a sharp, insightful view of the plight of contemporary youth, alienated from the American dream and traditional American values, floating on the media surfaces of contemporary life with their attention focused and shaped by media culture. 



The film was financed on a very low budget and shares the innovative ethos of the independent film. In an early scene in an Austin coffee house, a student picks up a copy of Hal Foster's collection of essays on postmodern culture, The Anti-Aesthetic (1983), and a copy of Marshall Berman's book on modernity and modernist culture, All That is Solid Melts Into the Air (1982), is visible on a table and I would argue that Linklater combines modernist and post-modernist aesthetic strategies and that the film is thus between the modern and the postmodern.



Coincidentally, I was teaching a course on modernity/ postmodernity the semester of the film's shooting, was using the two books in the coffee house in my course, and several of my students were in the film. Thus, aesthetic debates concerning modernism and postmodernism were in the air during the period, and Linklater, who I have known for years, obviously picked up on these ideas, blending them in an innovative fashion in his film. So perhaps it is not just an accident that I choose to discuss these films.



	Moreover, Slacker's vision of multiple possibilities of life, with a wide range of individuals producing their own meanings, might have emancipatory effects. 



The characters are not conforming or submitting to an over-arching structure of domination, and while they all get opinions and images from the media, they process them in their own individual and idiosyncratic ways. 



Such a vision especially appealed to young audiences and indeed Slacker was felt deeply, producing distinctive "Slacker effects" (see my earlier study of the Rambo effect). 

The film became a cult favorite throughout the country and indeed world. During the past few years wherever I go to lecture, someone, upon learning that I live in Austin, mentions Slacker and how much they love the film. Moreover, in 1993, city officials in Austin were worried about the large number of homeless youth on the streets and margins of the city, many of whom had seen Slacker and came to Austin in search of like-minded cohorts and to pursue the "Slacker" life-style, now identified with Austin.



	Thus, Slacker articulated experiences of disaffection of youth from contemporary U.S. society and produced a new concept to describe contemporary youth, mythologizing the life-styles of slackers in Austin, Texas. 



It obviously tapped into deep feelings of contemporary youth, striking a highly responsive chord in its audiences who used the film to articulate their own experiences and feelings. 

The success of the film also won Linklater a $6 million Hollywood contract to make another youth film, Dazed and Confused (1993), which traced a day in the life of Austin high school students on graduation day of 1976. 

Linklater's "Hollywood" film presents graduating seniors who also lack any guiding purposes or goals and who are alienated from their parent's "straight" middle class world. 



	Thus, Linklater's films present a diagnosis of the situation of youth in an absurd society in which traditional norms and values no longer have any hold on many of the young. 

They present the opportunity for a diagnosis of the situation of contemporary youth in the U.S.A today and suggest that large numbers of young people are disconnected and alienated from the mainstream culture celebrated by network television and conservative Hollywood film. 



Giroux believes that Slackers demonize youth, present images of disconnected and fragmented youth....

misses irony and satire; resistance; alternative identity through media culture

expresses youth's view of youth, growing up absurd, self-representations, highly energetic and creative....

why was it so popular?

whose seen it?

�



The cult TV show of 1993-1994, Beavis and Butt-Head also presents the opportunity for a diagnostic critique of the plight of the current generation of youth in a situation of downward mobility.



Animated cartoon characters Beavis and Butt-Head sit in a shabby house much of the day, watching television, especially music videos, which they criticize in terms of whether the videos are "cool" or "suck." 

When they leave the house to go to school, to work in a fast-food joint, or to seek adventure, they often engage in destructive and even criminal behavior. 



Developed for modern theoryV by animated cartoonist Mike Judge, the series spoofs precisely the sort of music videos played by the music television channel.



 Beavis and Butt�Head was based on an animated short by Mike Judge, in which the two characters play "frog baseball," for the Sick and Twisted Animation festival, that was taken up by modern theoryV's animated series Liquid Television. 

The series itself premiered in March 1993, but because there were only four episodes, the show went on hiatus, returning May 17 after Judge and his team of creative assistants put together 32 new four�minute episodes (The San Francisco Chronicle, June 29, 1993). The series tripled modern theoryV's ratings and modern theoryV ordered 130 more episodes for 1994 (The New York Times, October 17, 1993).



example of post-Fordism: globalization

flexible accumulation; decentered production

example of post-Fordism: globalization

flexible accumulation; decentered production

if you look at the credits, you see that the show is produced in NY: Korean animation; Mike Judge in Austin; etc

example of global media culture and globalized production

now popular throughout Europe and probably Asia

M T V as a global phenomenon that blends the global with the local

two main characters sit on a couch and watch music videos



from perspective of 	postmodern theory, it is:

postmodern: spinoff from other TV phenomena

Wayne and Garth

Siskel and Ebert

Bart Simpson \

Mystery Science Theater 3000

but also draws on modern theoryV and music television as center of youth culture; primacy of music videos; yet ridicule and satirize precisely this image culture;



B&B are postmodern: end of Enlightenment:

cool/ suck



respond viscerally to images: sex and violence are cool

words or "college music" or anything complex sucks

sometimes they deflate pretentious criticism and so are amusing -- and admittedly there is a high level of satire and irony



totally immsersed in postmodern image culture



whole view of world and history come from media;

George Washington is the dude on the dollar

60s and vietnam are ancient history



From perspective of class:

diagnostic critique: deadend situation of contemporary youth; no jobs or hope for working class youth;

undereducation

decline of family/ media as source of socialization

absence of fathers



perspective of gender: pigs;

diagnostic: sexism in male youth;' sexist socialization, put it on display



race: not so bad; not explicitly racist, enither more or less obnoxious with balck singers



psychoanalytic perspectives: young boys out of control

id rampant

also homosexuality



ideology and utopia:

conservative or reactionary moments



utopian moments: no authority, no fathers

"Dude, we're there" is a favorite phrase they use when they decide to see or do something -- and they never have to ask their (absent) parent's permission. 

Beavis and Butt-Head's much maligned, discussed, and imitated laughter ("Heh, heh, heh" and "Huh, huh") may signify that in their space THeconomy Ruckerlegitimation, that Beavis and Butt-Head are sovereign, that they control the television and can do any damn thing that they want. 

their laugh; we're free ha ha



	There is a fantasy wish-fulfillment aspect to Beavis and Butt-Head that perhaps helps account for its popularity: kids often wish that they had no parents and that they could just sit and watch music videos and go out and do whatever they wanted to (sometimes many of us feel this way). 

Kids are also naturally disrespectful of authority and love to see defiance of social forces that they find oppressive. Indeed, 

Notably, they get in trouble in school and other sites of authority with their laugh, but at home they can laugh and snicker to the max. 



	And so the series has a utopian dimension: the utopia of no parental authority and unlimited freedom to do whatever they want when they want to. 



On the other hand, they represent the consequences of totally unsocialized adolescent behavior driven by aggressive instincts.



 Indeed, their "utopia" is highly solipsistic and narcissistic with no community, no consensual norms or morality to bind them, and no concern for other people. The vision of the teenagers alone in their house watching TV and then wreaking havoc on their neighborhood presents a vision of a society of broken families, disintegrating communities, and anomic individuals, without values or goals.



totally solipsistic: no community or consensual norms

narcissism



parallel between Rush Limbaugh, Howard Stern, Andrew Dice Clay and B&B:

Rush Limbaugh is simply and literally-- a Butthead!

Rush and B&B all think they know something but are know nothings

buffoons; entertaining sometimes, sometimes offensive

highly narcissitic: empty, insecure

sick masculism: fear of women, objectification, politically incorrect

puerile and infantile: B&B teenagers whose hormones are out of control and who cannot control them; Howard Stern and Andrew Dice Clay are older versions of this phenomenon; horny guys

all white boys, incapable of taking position of the Other, of empathizing with the other, or of respecting differences

B&B are homophobic but are obviously repressing homosexual proclivities; Butt jokes; Hey Beavis pull my finger



Psychoanalysists like to identity Beavis and Butt-Head with the Freudian Id, with uncontrolled aggression and sexual impulses that they cannot understand or control (they were often shown masturbating, or talking about it, and Beavis uncontrollably "moons" attractive female singers while watching music videos).



indexes of social pathology

B&B: narcissism and nihilism

yet also indexes of hopelessness of working class youth; no future

also index of deprivation of working class youth, not equipped to cope with complexities of modern society

can't read-- forced to get glasses

stuck in pipe

shows that without basic knowledge and literacy skills youth are condemned to destructive and empty lives



and the text has progressive moments:

attacking of pretentious music videos and media culture

attacking of conservative social authority: school, work, neighborhood, military, media, Rush Limbaugh himself



loser television: Simpsons, Married with Children, Roseanne



provide insights into social dynamics



	Beavis and Butt-Head is interesting for a diagnostic critique because the main characters get all of their ideas and images concerning life from the media and their entire view of history and the world is entirely derived from media culture. 



When they see a costumed rapper wearing an 18th�Century style white wig on a music-video, Butt�Head remarks: "He's dressed up like that dude on the dollar." The 1960s is the time of hippies, Woodstock and rock 'n' roll for them; Vietnam is ancient history, collapsed into other American wars. Even the 1950s is nothing but a series of mangled media cliches: On Nelson, the twins of '50s teen idol Ricky Nelson, Butt�head remarks that: "These chicks look like guys." Beavis responds: "I heard that these chicks' grandpa was Ozzy Osbourne." And Butt�head rejoins: "No way. They're Elvis' kids."



	The figures of history are collapsed for Beavis and Butt-Head into media culture and provide material for salacious jokes, which require detailed knowledge of media culture: 



	Butt-Head: What happened when Napoleon went to Mount Olive?

	Beavis: I don't know. What?

	Butt-Head: Pop-Eye got pissed.



yet more disturbing effects:



 Beavis and Butt-Head quickly became a cult favorite, loved by youth, yet elicited spirited controversy when some young fans of the show imitated typical Beavis and Butt-Head activity, burning down houses, and torturing and killing animals.



An October 9, 1993, story in the Dayton Daily News reported that a five�year�old boy in Dayton, Ohio, ignited his bed clothes with a cigarette lighter after watching the pyromaniac antics of  Beavis and Butt�Head, according to his mother. 

The boy's younger sister, two, died in the ensuing blaze. The mother said her 5�year�old son had become "obsessed" with Beavis and Butt�Head and imitated their openly miscreant behavior. I provide more examples of the "Beavis and Butt-Head" effect throughout this section.

 

I I I B&B effects: 



1) fires, animals, violence-- attacked in Congress



2) yet generated discussion about TV and violence; raised questions of responsibility

equally stupid and irresponsible to call for banning shows like B&B or to deny their potentially violent and harmful effects

see that it is heavy stuff



Indeed, B&B is highly interesting from standpoint of diagnostic critique

for critique, but not censorship



	The series provides a critical vision of the current generation of youth raised primarily on media culture. 



This generation was possibly conceived in the sights and sounds of media culture, weaned on it, and socialized by the glass teat of television used as pacifier, baby sitter, and educator by a generation of parents for whom media culture, especially television, was a natural background and constitutive part of everyday life. 

The show depicts the dissolution of a rational subject and perhaps the end of the Enlightenment in today's media culture. Beavis and Butt-Head react viscerally to the videos, snickering at the images, finding representations of violence and sex "cool," while anything complex which requires interpretation "sucks." Bereft of any cultivated taste, judgment, or rationality, and without ethical or political values, the characters literally react in a mindless fashion and appear to lack almost all cognitive and communicative skills.



	The intense alienation of Beavis and Butt-Head, their love for heavy metal culture and media images of sex and violence, and their violent cartoon activity soon elicited heated controversy, producing a "Beavis and Butt-Head" effect that has elicited literally thousands of articles and heated debates, even leading to U.S. Senate condemnations of the show for promoting mindless violence and stupid behavior.

An October 23 Senate Hearings on TV violence focused media attention on the show, though U.S. Sen. Ernest Hollings (D�science) botched references to it, saying: "We've got this �� what is it �� Buffcoat and Beaver or Beaver and something else. ... I haven't seen it; I don't watch it; it was at 7 o'clock �� Buffcoat�� and they put it on now at 10:30, I think" (The Hartford Courant, October 26, 1993). Such ignorance of media culture is often found in some of its harshest critics.



 From the beginning, there was intense media focus on the show and strongly opposed opinions of it. In a cover story on the show, Rolling Stone declared them "The Voice of a New Generation" (August 19, 1993) and Newsweek also put them on its cover, both praising them and damning them by concluding: "The downward spiral of the living white male surely ends here: in a little pimple named Butt�head whose idea of an idea is, 'Hey, Beavis, let's go over to Stuart's house and light one in his cat's butt'" (October 11, 1993). "Stupid, lazy, cruel; without ambitions, without values, without futures" are other terms used in the media to describe the characters and the series (The Dallas Morning News, August 29, 1993) and there have been countless calls to ban the show.



	Indeed, a lottery prize winner in California began a crusade against the series, after hearing about a cat that was killed when kids put a firecracker in its mouth, imitating Beavis and Butt-Head's violent actions against animals and a suggestion in one episode that they stick a firecracker in a neighbor boy's cat (The Hollywood Reporter, July 16, 1993). 



Librarians in Westchester, New York ranked Beavis and Butt�head high "on a list of movies and television shows that they think negatively influence youngsters' reading habits," because of their attacks on books and frequent remarks that books, or even words, "suck" (The New York Times, July 11, 1993). 



Prison officials in Oklahoma banned the show, schools in South Dakota banned clothing and other items bearing their likeness (Times Newspapers Limited, October 11, 1993), and a group of Missouri fourth graders started a petition drive to get the show off the air (Radio TV Reports, October 25, 1993). 



Yet the series continued to be highly popular into 1994, and it has spawned a best-selling album of heavy metal rock, a popular book, countless consumer items, and movie contracts in the works. 

Time magazine critic, Kurt Anderson, praised the series as "the bravest show ever run on national television" (The New York Times, July 11, 1993) and there is no question but that it has pushed the boundaries of the permissible on mainstream television to new extremes (some critics would say to new lows).



shows decline of family

Beavis and Butt-Head seem to have no family, living alone in a shabby house, getting enculturated solely by television and media culture. 

There are some references to their mothers and in one episode there is a suggestion that Butt-Head is not even certain who his father is, thus the series presents a world without fathers.

Their family genealogy in a book on the series puts a question mark in the place of both of their fathers (Johnson and Marcil 1993). So far, their mothers have not been shown, though there are some references to them. It is also unclear exactly whose house they live in, or are shown watching TV in, and whether they do or do not live together. One episode suggests that they are in Butt-Head's house and that his mother is (is always) out with her boyfriend, but other episodes show two beds together in what appears to be their highly messy bedroom and as of early 1994, their parents have never been shown. 



School is totally alienating for the two, as is work in a fast-food restaurant. Adult figures who they encounter are largely white conservative males, or liberal yuppies, with whom they come into often violent conflict and whose property or goods they inevitability destroy.



	Beavis and Butt-Head are thus left alone with TV and become couch-potato critics, especially of their beloved music videos. In a sense, they are the first media critics to become cult heros of media culture, though there are contradictions in their media criticism. 

Many of the videos that they attack are stupid and pretentious, and in general it is good to cultivate a critical attitude toward culture forms and to promote cultural criticism -- an attitude that can indeed be applied to much of what appears on Beavis and Butt-Head. 

Such critique distances its audience from music video culture and calls for making critical judgments on its products. Yet Beavis and Butt-Head's own judgements are highly questionable, praising images of violence, fire, naked women, and heavy metal noise, while declaring that "college music," words, and any complexity in the videos "suck."



	Thus, on one level, the series provides sharp social satire and critique of the culture and society. 

The episodes constantly make fun of television, especially music videos, and other forms of media culture. They criticize conservative authority figures and wishy-washy liberals. They satirize authoritarian institutions like the workplace, schools, and military recruitment centers and provide critical commentary on many features of contemporary life. Yet, the series undercuts some of its social critique by reproducing the worst sexist, violent, and narcissistic elements of contemporary life, which are made amusing and even likeable in the figures of Beavis and Butt-Head.



	 Consequently, Beavis and Butt-Head is surprisingly complex and requires a diagnostic critique to analyze its contradictory text and effects. There is no denying, however, that the Beavis and Butt-Head effect is one of the most significant media phenomena of recent years. Like Linklater, Judge has obviously tapped into a highly responsive chord and created a media sensation with Beavis and Butt-Head serving as powerfully resonant images. In 1993, while lecturing on cultural studies, wherever I would go audiences would ask me what I thought of Beavis and Butt-Head and so I eventually began to watch it and to incorporate remarks on the series into my lectures.



 If I was critical or disparaging, young members of the audience would attack me and after a lecture at the University of Kansas, a young man came up, incredulous that I would dare to criticize the series, certain that Mike Judge was a great genius who understood exactly how it was for contemporary youth, with no prospects for a job or career, and little prospect for even marriage and family and a meaningful life. In this situation, I was told, what else can young people do except watch modern theoryV and occasionally go out and destroy something?



	In a sense, the series thus enacts youth and class revenge against older, middle-class and conservative adults, who appear as oppressive authority figures. Their neighbor Tom Anderson -- depicted as a conservative World War intellectual and Korean war veteran  -- is a special butt of their escapades and they cut down trees in his yard with a chain saw, which, of course, causes the tree to demolish his house, assorted fences, power lines, and cars. They put his dog in a laundry-mat washing machine to clean it; they steal his credit-card to buy animals at the mall; they lob mud baseballs into his yard, one of which hits his barbarque; and otherwise torment him. Beavis and Butt-Head also blow up an Army recruiting station with a grenade, as the officer attempts to recruit them; they steal the cart of a wealthy man, Billy Bob, who has a heart attack when he sees them riding off in his vehicle; and they love to put worms, rats, and other animals in the fast-food that they are shown giving to obnoxious white male customers in the Burger joint where they work.



	Beavis and Butt-Head also love to trash the house of their "friend" Stewart whose yuppie parents indulgently pamper their son and his playmates. Stewart's permissive liberal parents are shown to be silly and ineffectual, as when his father complains that Stewart violated his parents' trust when he let Beavis and Butt-Head in the house, after they caused an explosion which blew the wall out. The mother gushes about how cute they are and offers them lemonade -- in fact, few women authority figures are depicted. 



	The dynamic duo also torment and make fun of their liberal hippie teacher, Mr. Van Driessen, who tries to teach them to be politically correct. They destroy his irreplaceable 8-track music collection when he offers to let them clean his house to learn the value of work and money. When he takes them camping to get in touch with their feelings and nature, they fight and torment animals. In fact, they rebel against all their teachers and authority figures and are thus presented in opposition to everyone, ranging from conservative males, to liberal yuppies, to hippie radicals. 



	Moreover, the series presents the revenge of youth and those who are terminally downwardly mobile against more privileged classes and individuals. Like the punk generation before them, Beavis and Butt-Head have no future. Thus, while their behavior is undeniably juvenile, offensive, sexist, and politically incorrect, it allows diagnosis of underclass and downwardly mobile youth who have nothing to do, but to destroy things and engage in asocial behavior.



	From this perspective, Beavis and Butt-Head is an example of media culture as popular revenge:

 Beavis and Butt-Head avenge youth and the downwardly mobile against those oppressive authority figures who they confront daily. Most of the conservative men have vaguely Texan, or Southwestern, accents, so perhaps the male authority figures represent oppressive males experienced by Judge in his own youth in San Diego, New Mexico and Texas. Moreover, Beavis and Butt-Head's violence is that of a violent society in which the media present endless images of the sort of violent activities that the two characters regularly engage in. The series thus points to the existence of a large teenage underclass with no future which is undereducated and potentially violent. The young underclass Beavis and Butt-Heads of the society have nothing to look forward to in life save a job at the local 7-Eleven, waiting to get held up at gunpoint. Consequently, the series is a social hieroglyphic which allows us to decode the attitudes, behavior, and situation of large segments of youth in contemporary U.S. society.



	For a diagnostic critique, then, it is wrong to simply excuse the antics of Beavis and Butt-Head as typical behavior of the young. Likewise, it is not enough simply to condemn them as pathological.

After a Washington, D.C. psychologist said that Beavis and Butt-Head's humor sounded like the antics of normal youth, she frantically called back the reporter after seeing that night's episode, leading her to comment on voice mail: "I totally condemn this program. I do not see any shred of normal adolescent behavior here. It's one of the most sadistic, pathological programs I've ever seen. I would not recommend it to anyone of any age" (The Washington Times, October 17, 1993). The same story noted that an advocate of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals stated: "Psychiatrists will tell you that almost every major serial killer has animal abuse in their background. Beavis and Butt�Head not only torture animals, but they are preoccupied with fire, and those are two of the three predictors of adult criminal behavior."



 Rather the series reveals how violent the society is becoming and the dead end futures of downwardly mobile youth from broken homes who are undereducated and have no real job possibilities or future. Indeed, the heavy metal culture in which Beavis and Butt-Head immerse themselves is a way for those caught up in deadend lives to blot everything out, to escape in a world of pure noise and aggression, and in turn to express their own aggression and frustrations through heavy metal "head-banging." Thus, when Beavis and Butt-Head play the "air guitar," imitating heavy metal playing during the music videos, they are signalling both their aggression and the hopelessness of their situation.



	Beavis and Butt-Head's narcissism and socio-pathic behavior is a symptom of a society that is not providing adequate nurture or support to its citizens. It is indeed curious that many of the most popular media culture figures could easily be clinically diagnosed and analyzed as narcissistic: Rush Limbaugh, Andrew Dice Clay, Howard Stern, and other popular media figures are examples of empty, insecure, and hostile individuals who resort to extreme behavior and assertions to call attention to themselves.



Popular figures of media like Beavis and Butt-Head tap into audience aggression and frustrations and become popular precisely because of their ability to articulate inchoate social anger. Indeed, compared to a Rush Limbaugh, Beavis and Butt-Head are relatively modest and restrained in their narcissism. 

	

	Beavis and Butt-Head, Rush Limbaugh, and other figures of contemporary US media culture also think they know things, but are know nothings in the good old tradition of American anti-intellectualism. These figures are basically buffoons, sometimes entertaining and often offensive, who in the classical syndrome of narcissism are empty, insecure, and aggressive. They masquerade their emptiness and insecurity in verbal bravado and aggressiveness and attention-seeking action. They also display classic symptoms of fear of women, who they continually objectify, and engage in puerile and infantile sexual jokes and gestures. Beavis and Butt-Head are classic teenagers whose hormones are out of control and who cannot control them and their elders like Howard Stern and Andrew Dice Clay exhibit similar symptoms. These figures of popular entertainment are all white boys, incapable of taking the position of the Other, of empathizing with individuals and groups different from their own, or of respecting differences. They are all extremely homophobic, though Beavis and Butt-Head are obviously repressing homosexual proclivities signalled in all the "butt" jokes, "suck" references, and Butt-Head's injunction: "Hey Beavis suck my finger."



	In a sense, Beavis and Butt-Head is an example of what has been called "loser television," surely a new phenomenon in television history. Previous television series tended to depict wealthy, or secure middle class, individuals and families, often with highly glamorous lives. It was believed that advertisers preferred affluent environments to sell their products and so the working class and underclass were excluded from network television for decades. Indeed, during the Reaganite 1980s, programs like Dallas, Dynasty, and Life Styles of the Rich and Famous celebrated wealth and affluence. This dream has been punctured by the reality of everyday life in a downsliding economy, and so a large television audience is attracted to programs that articulate their own frustration and anger in experiencing downward mobility and a sense of no future. Hence, the popularity of new "loser television," including The Simpsons, Roseanne, and Beavis and Butt-Head.



	Thus, the modern theoryV show Beavis and Butt-Head allows a diagnostic critique of the plight of contemporary youth in disintegrating families, with little education, and with no job possibilities. Beavis and Butt-Head's destructiveness can be seen in part as an expression of their hopelessness and alienation and shows the dead-end prospects for many working class and middle class youth. Moreover, the series also replicates the sort of violence that is so wide-spread in the media from heavy metal rock videos to TV entertainment and news. Thus, the character's violence simply mirrors growing youth violence in a disintegrating society and allows the possibility of a diagnostic critique of the social situation of contemporary youth.



	Yet the show is highly violent and has already had spectacular violence effects. In the Liquid Television animated short that preceded the series, Judge shows Beavis and Butt-Head playing "frog baseball," splattering frogs and bashing each other with baseball bats -- am image memoralized on one of many Beavis and Butt-Head t-shirts. In other shows, they use lighters to start fires, blow up a neighbor's house by sniffing gas from the stove and then lighting it, and engage in multifarious other acts of mayhem and violence. A Los Angeles area school-teacher discovered that about 90% of her class watched the show and invited a local fire department official to speak to her class 



	after several students wrote about playing with fire and explosives in their autobiographical sketches. Some examples: "A major "Beavis and Butt�head" fan, Jarrod Metchikoff, 12, used to 'line them (firecrackers) up in a tube and shoot them in the sewer pipe' until his mother found out. Brett Heimstra, 12, said he set off firecrackers in manholes and sewers until his mother discovered them and he 'heard some stuff about how it's dangerous.' Elizabeth Hastings, 12, said she knows a boy who lights firecrackers in portable toilets (Los Angeles Times, October 16, 1993). 



	The fire official told the students "about a 10�year�old Orange County boy who lost use of his hand after an explosion caused by Warrior Dreams�40 and a cigarette lighter" (ibid). After the initial reports of cruelty to animals and fans of the show starting fires (see note 22 above), many more such reports came in. The fire chief in Sidney, Ohio, "blamed modern theoryV's cartoon for a house fire started by three girls" (The Plain Dealer, October 14, 1993). Further: "Austin, Texas, investigators say three fires started by kids may have some connection to the show" (U.S.A totalitarianDAY, October 15, 1993). And Houston teenage fans of the show were blamed for setting fires near the Galleria mall (Radio TV Reports, October 25, 1993).

	

	Intense criticism of the show's violence -- and Congressional threats to regulate TV violence -- led modern theoryV to move back its playtime to later in the evening and there was a promise not to replay the more violent episodes, or to show Beavis and Butt-Head setting fires, or Beavis shouting "Fire! Fire!," but the series had already become part of a national mythology and its popularity continued apace.� Indeed, media culture is drawn to violence and taboo-breaking action to draw audiences in an ever-more competitive field. Thus, the program's excesses are directly related to a competitive situation in which commercial media are driven to show ever more violent and extreme behavior in the intense pressures for high profits -- a trend that many believe will accelerate as the number of TV channels grows and competition becomes fiercer.



	And so we see how media culture taps into its audiences' concerns and in turn becomes part of a circuit of culture, with distinctive effects. Media cultural texts articulate social experiences, transcoding them into the medium of forms like television, film, or popular music. The texts are then appropriated by audiences, which use certain resonate texts, images, and figures to articulate their own sense of style, look, and identity. Media culture provides resources to make meanings, pleasure, and identity, but also shape and form specific identities and circulate material whose appropriation may insert audiences into specific positions (i.e. macho Rambo, sexy Madonna, disaffected Slackers, violent Beavis and Butt-Head, and so on).



	The Beavis and Butt-Head effects have been particularly striking. Not only did the show promote acts of violence and copious discussion of media effects, but the characters became a model for youth behavior with young people imitating various of their tics and behavior patterns. Of course, the series generated a large consumer market of Beavis and Butt-Head products, which in turn proliferated its images and effects. For example: "Mask�maker Ed Edmunds of Distortions Unlimited says he's sold 40,000 Beavis and Butt�Head masks, his top sellers for this Halloween season." (USA totalitarianDAY, October 26, 1993).



	The show also strongly influenced musical tastes and sales, providing a boon for heavy metal rock. Studies showed that sales jumped of every video played, including ones panned.� The Beavis and Butt-Head effect even became part of political contestation: 



	It was only be a matter of time before "Beavis Clinton" and "Butt�Head Gore" T�shirts began appearing on the streets of Washington. The hapless, ugly, dumb cartoon characters have been altered to look like the leaders of the free world, thanks to local political entrepreneurs and T�shirt creators Kathleen Patten, Beth Loudy and Chris Tremblay. On the shirts, Beavis is sporting a Fleetwood Mac T�shirt and is seen asking Butt�Head, "Eh, do you think we'll get re�elected?" To which the veep, wearing the Greenpeace whale logo, says: "Huh ... nope" (The Washington Times, October 26, 1993).�      

 

	Previous studies of media effects seem blind to the sort of complex effects of media culture texts of the sort I have discussed in analyses of the Rambo effect, the Slacker effect, and the Beavis and Butt-Head effect. In each case, figures and material were taken from these texts and were used to produce meaning, identities, discourse, and behavior. The media provide symbolic environments in which people live and strongly influence their thought, behavior, and style. When a media sensation like Beavis and Butt-Head appears, it becomes part of that environment, and in turn becomes a new resource for pleasures, identities, and contestation.



	Thus, it is totally idiotic to claim that media culture has no discernible effects, as in the dominant paradigm from the 1940s, which lasted several decades.

I am speaking of Lazarsfeld's "two step flow" model which claimed that media culture had no direct effects, that its effects were modest and minimal, and mediated by "opinion leaders" who had the more important effects on consumer and political behavior, social attitudes, and the like (see Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955 and the critical discussion of its effects in Gitlin 1978).



 Yet it is equally blind to blithely claim that audiences simply produce their own meanings from texts and that the text's do not have their own effectivity. 



As my discussions have shown, media culture has very powerful effects, though its meanings are mediated by audiences and even a figure like Rambo can be a contested terrain in which different groups inflect its meanings in different ways. 



	The Slacker and Beavis and Butt-Head effects that I have just discussed crystallize the experiences and feelings of alienation and hopelessness produced by a disintegrating society and shape these experiences into identification with slackers, heavy metal rock music, and nihilistic violence. Popular media texts tap into and articulate feelings and experiences of their audiences and in turn circulate material effects that shape thought and behavior. The texts of media culture thus have very powerful and distinctive effects and should thus be carefully scrutinized and subject to diagnostic critique -- a project that I will continue in the following chapters.



interconnected: MtV; B&B, music videos, and slacker iconography



youth culture, moral panics, and rebellion

subcultural resistance

�	 

Rock, TV, and Youth Culture		



possibility, the most significant developments in media culture since the end of World War intellectual was the emergence of rock and television and a modern youth culture that would eventually merge rock and TV



rise of TV: suburbs

consumer society

new youth culture: discretionary income



rock: voice of youth

Rock Around the Clock; party

sexuality: elvis -- figure of rebellion



turn to blues: John Lee Hooker, Good Rockin Mama

but attempts to tame sexuality in Pop; Shake Rattle and Roll



rise of youth culture: central phenomeon of media culture

film

music

eventually TV



60s counterculture is to some extent a youth culture phenomenon

alternative way of living....



Will Straw: 60s music disintegrates or disperses; new types of rock appear

heavy metal, disco, glitter, punk

does what I call a diagnostic critique of heavy metal...



three epochs of American music--1940-1958; integration of music within the culture industries; connection between recording, publishing, and distributing industries; monopoly control; popular genres



1959-1969 -- classic decade of rock; started in mid1950s

proliferation of styles and types



1970s: reassertion of control by industry; six largest corporations control 86% of sales; album displaced single;

rock elites controlled over local bands; Fm/Am radio dominanted by top 40 formats, decline of independent music, press, culture



triumph of culture industry; absorption and standardization of rock

heavy metal exemplifies it; mass phenonomenon; big groups; Led Zeppelin; Black Sabbath; Uriah Heep, Deep Purple

albums; esp popular with white suburban males: radio and concerts

cock rock; male dominance; guitar as extension of phallus

rock music establishment didn't like it; attacked it; preferred singers with connection to classical rock heritage; Bruce Springsteen Lou Red, Emmylou Harris... Bob Dylan



neglect in music criticism of audience, popular, reasons for popularity; critics just assumed it sucked, represented triumph of culture industries; heavy metal as industry



criticism didn't get heavy metal; continued popularity, mutations into alternative subcultures with alternative bands



diagnostic critique; in 70s: cock rock; expressed male dominance in rock culture and society; sexist



dominant tropes or features; long-hair, blue jeans and denim; smoke bombs; booze and drugs

album covers: satanism, comic book fantasy, pinball machines and detritus of media culture



primacy of music, sound, loudness: expressed rebellion and revolt; deadend lives for working class and some suburban youth; blot it out; form of transcendence; noise;



later formed basis of alternative subcultures-- Nirvana, Pearl Jam, alternative bands and subcultures... punk, grunge, more broadly alternative, mutated into music videos



why is heavy metal enduring?



today, pluralism, world music, proliferation of alternative styles, difference; no one type hegemonic, or maybe rap/hip-hop
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	�. MTV's parent company Viacom was engaged at the time in a much-publicized battle to merge with Paramount and the conglomerate obviously did not want bad publicity. Thus, MTV had to walk the line between preserving its most profitful and popular product and avoiding excessive media criticism. The result was compromises that softened the edge of Beavis and Butt-Head, while attempting to preserve the show's popularity. As of spring 1994, the MTV strategy has worked with the show continuing to be highly popular with controversy diminishing.

	�.  The group White Zombie's album "La Sexorcisto: Devil Music Vol. 1," for example, "wasn't selling enough to make the nation's Top 100 charts, averaging only about 2,000 copies a week. But the group's video has been a fixture on "Beavis and Butt�Head" since the summer, and the exposure �� along with the bratty teens' words of praise �� have propelled the album into the national Top 30. Estimated sales now: more than 500,000 copies.... Rick Krim, MTV's vice president of talent and artists relations, explains the response to the "Beavis and Butt�Head" exposure. 'We had liked the 'Thunder' video and supported it with play on the various specialty shows,' he says. 'That never really sparked significant album sales, the 'Beavis and Butt- Head' exposure sure did. The sales response was pretty immediate... Almost everything that gets played on the show gets some sort of sales bump from it" (Billboard, September 4, 1993).

	�. Such an anti-Clinton move could backfire as younger voters might interpret the association to suggest that Clinton and Gore are "cool" are thus come to support them.
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