11 Socio

KEY CONCEPTS
ENCY HIERARCHY
U

EQUlPI‘mI;ATxOR LIVING
TRUCTURE

FRAME AN

GUILT

in 2010, AMC's

series, which is loosely based 0
name, chronicles the struggle o
Lincoln), his family, and others
week, Grimes an
flesh-eating «walkers,” whose bi
for its creative method
ment, The Walking Dea
almost a decade later, to
named Televisi

Film Institute,

for Best New Se
Series Drama in 7011, The ser
Top Television Series
Dead continues to be no

evident in its

drew an audience of
remiers in the show's histo

P

2015 it spun off

was renewed

The critical and commerci
when one considers th

Critical Media Studics:
i 2020 John Wiley & Sons, I
Companion website: www.wi

Sociological Analysis 28|

outbreaks, such as Dawn of the D.
Later (2007), Zombi ead (2004), I Am Legen
Pa;aNorman (2012;?335 1(53303; e::l(:; (ﬁgt;d I5‘9;0;0), Residfnt gvf(lf?eoft?e)&fj’f ( ?0@1;’;5
ited though per . ; _ , World War Z (2 S
v Prejugiicfan}:;gi ’::Ziirléy lacking spoof on the clasiif ﬁ;fe[,’,d: Venl 3 spir-
- omenon. Zombies have be( 016). Nor is a fascination with zombies : :’1& e
since their 1932 appearan en capturing the imagination of American edw e
Fways been depicted in thec: on film in White Zombie. But zombiesall;l o ot
e e the insatiable cons ame way, and it was not until the late 1950 }?"e o
. s it sbout these brainl.l:]l;:;s :{l l::{glan ﬂﬁsh we all know and love :otd:)tf Ehseoy
find so compelling ti ad, putnd-sme ing, rotting co N
i on articlepfor CBNt;qm?satrl;c"i‘ttlme agan}‘? One answer, ngge‘;lt:’:ssl:;‘;guménces
I ever our greatest’fears : zombies “are so darned versatile - helpi e
e articularly useful vehi E;pren to be at the time.” In other worg;“g reﬂ?ct
- can pour its deepest icle for symbolic action; they are empty ve:szolm e
4 in assuaging those fear ?men?s and fears into, and whose destru ts.e : thf’t
Blially asssted audiencs. Mt various historical junctures, zombies hc o
e | forced labor to th es in confronting everything from thei A
Zombie stories are, ofci:fl ;C;ngzrtl:)snabout co;\SPicuous consurnpti:n et
e necoti . but one example of the co '
. mfin ;tteht:; :Sl;:iillsnigfes, difficulties, and demands ol;::'l:r?;:a){isfth;t audi-
B ite widely in thegm:g di:n,lI)‘rhunconsci.ously, to the images and Les:at ml;;gh
or overly demanding bosses i. e repeating theme of incompetent, e 0§ESt .at
Rock, Scrubs, Superstore et n wor}‘P'“e comedies on television (Tlhego e
e Devil Wears Prada Hoc.). ;lnd in theaters (Office Space, In Good Cﬁke’ "
Sists viewers in makin'g se::e ;foosse{- and, arguably, The Intern), for i?lzgany’
iresses. Being able to identify - raming, and coping with their own work llm'
ice the interactions of peopl l‘_:“frent patterns in media and how the .P gce
fany ways, this approach ex:) f:dmS S UL bRl el criticisy ":4 N
B epter. But. in additi ;:;1 [s the .Reception approach discussed in t}l:; in
fieanings to messages, Sociolo o trying to understand how audiences a -
B up those meanings in thei g:;:a'l arfalysm also seeks to understand ho ss}llgn
te the roots of Sociolo ic:'l aily ll_Ve_S- To clarify this approach, this c: o
e :fm exI"Oringg thr::alcy;:t;?nthe perspective of symboli amsz
10logic: ) oraj .
Eil analysis: dramaturgy, frame anali’ysis:’};n;n :(::?::]e:tf f;rnlgaging L
iving.

logical Analysis

RGY WMEDIA FRAMES

SYMBOLIC ACTION
AL\’SIS SYMBOLIC IHTERACTIONISM

The Walking Dead became basic cable’s fall breakout hit. Th
1 Robert Kirkman's comic book series of the

¢ small-town sheriff’s deputy Rick Grimes {Andre

to stay alive following 2 sombie apocalypse. Eacl

£f the latest ravenous horde @

te transforms the living into the undead. Famot
{s gruesome SCEnes of dismembe

d has garnered substantial critical acclaim and contint

be a ratings and fandom juggernaut. In addition to bel
on Program of the Year in both 2010 and 2012 by the Ameri
The Walking Dead earned a Writers Guild of America nominak

nation for Best New Teleyi

ries and a Golden Globe nomi
jes music composen Bear McCreary, has Wol

Score awards for his work on the show, and The Wak
minated for and win awards. The series’ success &
tremendous popularity. In fact, the show’s eighth season'
|1 million viewers, making it one of the most watched
ry." The Walking Dead has been 50 Success it

a companion series and prequel, Fear The Walking L€6%:
for a fifth season in July 2018.
al success of Th

d the other survivors must fend 0

s of killing zombies andi

biological Theory: An Overview

¢ Walking Dead is hardly suff

HEpEctive of ..
Be. symbolic interactioni
Bduct of people e ctionism, which sugge
Fanings S’eyp:': :i social interactions are Powerﬁgjl},rS :i)ih;::dtltl)e character
' _fi ective was heagvrillto. OEJeCtS: events, other people, anc:) soci!l Zhe R
T (1864-1920) a:c;l':huilced by the work of the German SOC?::(‘:XFS.
e American sociologist G gist
eorge Herbert Mead

e recent string of popular film

L. Ott and Robest L. Mad

4 Edition. Brian
ns, Inc.

An Introduction, Thir
nc. Published 2020 by john Wiley & So

jey.com/gofott/ criticalmediastudies



Sociological Analysis 283
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which exist in dialectical tension with one another,

useful for thinking about the relationship between media audiences and
media texts. While media audiences exercise agency in both the interpreta-
tion and the use of media, media texts impose structures that limit how
audiences can reasonably interpret and use them. This tension will arise in
varying ratios throughout this chapter. While dramaturgy places a great deal
of emphasis on individual agency, framing focuses more on structures that
limit audience understandings and practices. So, while we have placed this
chapter in the section of the book concerned with audiences, our readers
should not lose sight of the fact that audiences are always constrained to

some extent by the structured invitations of the media texts with which they
interact.

are

Dramaturgy

One contemporary microsociological perspective that is useful in understand-
ing the ways in which media shape human behavior is dramaturgy. Dramaturgy
isa theory developed by the Canadian-born sociologist Erving Goffman (1922~
82) that utilizes the metaphor of theater to explain the character and function of

public behavior, especially face-to-face interaction. The found
tion of dramaturgy,

ational assump-
which Goffman lays out in his 1959 book, The Presentation
of Selfin Everyday Life, is that the self - our sense of who we are

~ is not a stable,
independent entity,

but a performed character we are endlessly staging and
taging in the presence of others.” Generally speaking, we care about how oth-
€18 perceive us because their perceptions contribute to our own sense of who we
e. Identity, in other words, is not inherent or innate, but a product that emerges
trough social interaction. It would be difficult to regard yourself as an intelli-
0t person, for instance, if others routinely informed you that you were stupid.
ffsomeone deeply desires to be perceived as intelligent, she or he will publicly
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1 others who are perceived as intelligent, and say things like, “I am uncon-
Cedby Derrida’s assertion that there is no outside to textuality”” Since reading
dified - as well as < In the remain solitary activity, when one chooses to read in public, and especially when
adapted, and mo ‘le that media play in our soc1z}l 11\'31\5‘ ¢ draw in varying@e ~005es to read Derrida in public, one is performing for an audience.
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appearance informs the audience of things like a performer’s social status
284 Media Audiences and current ritual state (i.e., whether the actor is engaged in a social, work-
related, or informal activity), while manner highlights the interaction role
the performer is likely to play (i.e., whether the actor i expected to be meek,
assertive, friendly, standoffish, reserved, outgoing, etc.).” Thus, like settings,
parts carry heavy social expectations, though the expectations are with
regard to ritual and role performances. For example, audiences expect
someone playing the part of flight attendant to wear a uniform and to be
courteous, attentive, and reassuring. Imagine how shocking - which is to
say, inappropriate - it would be if you asked a flight attendant for a beverage
and were sharply told, “Get it yourself!”
Team takes into account the troupe of players who share in a performance.
While we tend to think about performances of selfin individual terms, most

performances rely upon a cast of supporting characters.
Goffman,
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“A team,” writes
“may be defined as a set of individuals whose intimate co-opera-

tion is required if a given projected definition of the situation is to be main-
tained™" The flight attendant, for example,

is only able to successfully
perform that part in the context of a setting where others are performing
roles that complement, support, or reinforce it. Flight attendants rely on
pilots, gate agents, baggage movers,

air traffic controllers, and a host of oth-
- ers to compellingly perform their parts. Imagine a scenario in which a key

‘member of a team is absent. How would you respond to a flight attendant
- who, even if dressed professionally and behaving courteously, calmly asked
you to turn off your electronic devices and fasten your seatbelt low and tight
- around your waist in preparation for takeoffin an airplane that had no pilot?
“Without appropriate team support, such a performance would likely cause
alarm rather than comfort. Moreover, given the reciprocal importance of
feammates to the success of a public p

erformance, any member of a team
can give away the performance through inappropriate conduct.

¥ing discussed the dramatic elements of stage, setting, part, and team, it is
tdifficult to see the utility of a dramaturgical approach to the study of human
FIEMACtion in online environments, especially with regard to social networking
: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat. Behavior on Facebook
an excellent example of the explanatory power of dramaturgy, since eve-
g a user does (or does not do!) is about impression management. Profile
S Whether one's own or someone elses, constitute the front stage, while
t€inboxes are more analogous to the back stage. Through the actions of
g {and unfriending), posting, liking, tagging, and joining groups,
190K users create carefully constructed impressions. They selectively post
& themselves in images, “like” comments and other postings that reflect
I5€ of themselves, and favorite books, movies, and so on with which they
2 D€ associated,

Meanwhile, on Facebook, one’s “friends” serve as the
3 : Or one’s performance, We have inscribed “friends” in quotation marks
Bil the fact that many people in one’s friend circle are not actually
5 they may b

e casual acquaintances, former romantic partners, or

i versation
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others. In other words, not all of the details included in a story are given
equal weight. A reporter who spends substantially more time describing
where a crime took place than what the actual crime was would likely cause
the audience to perceive the location of the crime as more significant to the
overall story than the crime itself. Thus, by emphasizing some elements
or details and minimizing others, news frames direct audiences to draw
conclusions about which aspects of an event are the most salient and
important.
Presentation. Finally, there is the matter of presentation, which is probably
the most subtle mechanism at work within news frames. After details of an
event have been included or excluded, emphasized or de-emphasized, they
are presented to the audience through the use of certain linguistic and visual
symbols. But, since all symbols are value-laden, the use of one set as oppased
to another alters, even if only marginally, meaning and perception, thereby
communicating a different attitude toward the person or event being
described. A criminal defendant who is referred to by a journalist as a “local
honor student” is likely to be perceived very differently than one described
as a “violent repeat offender,” even if they are accused of the same crime.

The importance of the principle of presentation to framing was dramatically

illustrated in a study by Kahneman and Tversky in 1984. The authors presented
a focus group with the following scenario:

Imagine that the US is preparing for the outbreak of an unusual Asian disease,
which is expected to kill 600 people. Two alternative programs to combat the dis-

 ease have been proposed. Assume that the exact scientific estimates of the conse-

quences of the programs are as follows: If Program A is adopted, 200 people will
be saved. If Program B is adopted, there is a one-third probability that 600 people

will be saved and a two-thirds probability that no people will be saved. Which
program do you favor??

response to this scenario, 72 percent of participants selected Program A,
#hile only 28 percent selected Program B. The researchers then presented a

ond focus group with the same scenario, but reframed the outcome in terms
ikely deaths rather than likely lives saved:

IfProgram C is adopted, 400 people will die. If Program D is adopted, there is a

-third probability that nobody wil die and a two-thirds probability that 600
ople will die.

981ams B and D, in the revised scenario only 22 percent of the partici-

selected C (compared with 72 percent who opted for A), while 78 percent
_lcipants selected D (compared with 28 percent who opted for B). By
“8ing how the two programs were presented, Kahneman and Tversky dem-

fted that framing can powerfully influence both audience perception and

Sio making,
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scholars have continued to examine and expand

upon the notion of framing in the news media. Reflecting on the state of framing
in 1993, Robert Entman concluded that, based upon the guiding

principles of selection and salience (salience essentially combines Gitlin's princi-
f emphasis and presentation), frames perform four primary functions:

(1) naming and defininga problemina particular way, (2) diagnosing and char-
e principal causes of the problem, (3) making moral judgments

acterizing th
about the actors oF agents involved, and (4) offering specific recommendations

or remedies It should be noted that Entman’s use of the word “problem” may
frames define situations in ways other than as

itself be problematic, since
problems. More recent scholarship on the subject of framing suggests that stud-

ies of news framing generally fall into one of two categories: issue-specific news
frames and generic news frames™ Studies of {ssue-specific news frames focuson
identifying frames that are unique toa particular story or context, while generics

sequence of news

news frames seek 10 identify recurring frames that, as a con
the discussion of informational bias in Chapter 3), extend

Since these early studies,
research

ples ©

conventions (see

across stories.

One important study to examine generic neWs frames was Ott and Aokis
analysis of news media coverage and framing of public traumas. Taking, the
print media’s coverage (from the New York Times, Washington Post, and Los

Angeles Times) of the Matthew Shepard murder as their case study, the autho

explore the narrative pattern of victimage OF scapegoating in ongoing ne

repotts surrounding shocking public events. According t0 Ott and Aoki, whet

a public tragedy such as 2 school shooting first occurs, NEWS reports common
to reflect on social problems, such as inadequate gun contre

Jaws, that may have contributed to the disaster. But as the story unfolds, bl

isaffixedtoa specific party (scapegoat), who is then demonized and deh

ized. When the scapegoat is ultimately punished, it promotes a sense of psycht

logical resolution regarding the .ssue, and the public policy reforms discu
immediately following the tragedy are rarely implemented. “Gince tragic HaS
ed with a disaster through victims

ultimately alleviate the social guilt associat
Ott and Aoki conclude, “they tend to bring both closure and resolutionss
larger social issues they caise. As such, tragic frames do not serve

as a basis for social and political action.™

Though most of the work in critical media studies involving

focused on the news media, the concept also has heuristic value forundes
f entertainment media in framing public attitudes and OPI%S
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Table 1.1 Kenneth Burke's pollutron punfication-redemption cycle
Pollution Purification Redemption
Description The violation  The purging or punishment  The restoration of
of order of guilt purity
Symbolicact  Sin— guilt Transcendence, Absolution - rebirth

mortification, or victimage

every time we violate hierarchy. Beca
which often have conflicting rules,
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dressing guilt;
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y of resolving guilt as it is a way of avoid-
ing it by appealing to a new hier

archy or third perspective in which two
conflicting hierarchies cease to be in opposition.® Rather than celebrating

with your friend, you decide to stay in and study after all. You rationalize
your decision not by placing the exam ahead of your friend, an action sure
to lead to guilt, but by reminding yourself that your friend values family

above all else and that your family is struggling to pay your way through
school. Poof: your guilt is gone.

Mortification re
self-sacrific

quires a symbolic act of atonement such as confession or
Studying fo

€. Perhaps you decide to celebrate with your friend instead of
[ your exam, which you subsequently fail. This leads to feelings

ans of relieving your guilt, you punish
your favorite beverage in the whole wide
world, for an entire year. Though your abstinence Jasts only 2 days, you nev-
ertheless feel g5 though you have paid a heavy price and your guilt subsides.
Self-flagellation is another form of atonement, though a slightly more maso-
thistic one than confession or sacrifice,

Vfcﬁmage offers a third strategy for addressing guilt, and the one that most
firectly concerns us as media scholars, Victimage is a form of scapegoating
i which the guilty party transfers his or her guilt on to another party. To the
tent that a character in a novel, television show, or film is guilty of a “sin”

our own, that character may serve

2 Surrogate for our own guilt. The resolution of the character’s guilt is,
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like Firefox (1982), War Games (1983), The Day After (1983), Red Dawn (1984),
and Threads (1984) that addressed anxieties over mutually assured destruction,
One aim of sociological criticism, then, is “to identify the modes of discourse
enjoying currency in a society and to link discourse to the real situations for
which it is symbolic equipment””
An excellent example of this practice in critical media studies is Barry
Brummett’s study of haunted-house (note: not horror) films. Based upon
his analysis of The Shining (1980), The Amityville Horror (1979), The Hearse
(1980), The Haunting (1963), and The Uninvited (1944), Brummett argues
that haunted-house films stage “horrors” that help us cope with real, if
unconscious, horrors. Specifically, he maintains that haunted-house films
help equip us te confront feelings of disorientation, the fear of the unpre-
dictable and shocking, and the idea of death. One of the most interesting
and insightful aspects of Brummett's study is that it shows that haunted-
house films provide symbolic equipment for audiences at the level of
medium as well as at the level of form and content.® Because films are typi-
cally viewed in darkened theaters, they are especially well suited for staging
symbolic horrors. But the capacity of film to function as equipment for
living is not limited to haunted-house films. Science fiction films, espe-

cially dystopian ones, tell stories about wide-scale social anxieties as a
- means of coping with those anxieties. Fear of human extinction is storied
in films like 2012 (2009) and Melancholia (2011); concern about govern-
ment repression underlies films like Children of Men (2006), The Hunger
Games (2012), and Blade Runner 2049 {2017); and technophobia is at the

heart of blockbusters like I, Robot (2004), Avatar (2009), and the Netflix
‘show Black Mirror,

To date, the most sustained study of how media function as equipment for

living is Brian Ott’s 2007 book, The Small Screen. Ot is interested in how
peaple cope with fundamental social change, the kind of change that only

occurs following a major technological and/or economic revolution. So, he
explores prime-time television
19905,

programming in the United States during the
charting the symbolic resources it offers viewers for negotiating the

ifansition from a primarily industrial-based society to a primarily information-

ised one. In his study, Ott identifies two major symbolic forms that domi-
ited the televisual landscape during that time: hyperconscious and nostalgia
evision. Hyperconscious television s typified by the conventions of eclec-

S8m, intertextuality, and self-reflexivity, while nostalgia television is

fl-'.Ed by the elements of purity, unity, and security. The Simpsons is an
Setype of the former symbolic form, while Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman is
EXemplar of the latter. Ott then explores the very different sets of symbolic

o

furces that these two forms offered viewers for confrontin
Particular social anxieties — such as information overload, identify drift,
fation, and fragmentation - associated with the rise of

the Information
'fln Several subsequent studies, Ott has continued to demonstrate how
"‘" forms of media equip viewers with symbolic resources to deal with
StBMmatic social change.*

g and managing
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