How do you expect anything to change if we’re all at home watching Buffy?

-Kathleen Hanna (Bikini Kill, Julie Ruin, Le Tigre)

Ellen Seiter: “Semiotics & Television”

· When watching TV we often forget about the signifier and treat television’s signs as pure signified (p.19)

· Peirce – interpretant = sign used to describe the sign

· The conventions of the sign system control the ways we are able to make meanings and limit the range of meanings available to us (p.20)

· Symbolic – relationship between the signifier and signified is arbitrary (versus indexical and iconical – sign established through conventions)

· (TV images) we think of iconic signs as the most logical way to signify aspects of our world (p.22)

· Indexical signs are also established by social convention and no less tainted by human intervention(TV is a sign system, so is there a grammar of television (p.23)

· Metz – TV and cinema are two neighboring sign systems

· The TV soundtrack dominates the image…can understand TV just by listening (p.26)

James W. Carey: “A Cultural Approach to Communication”

Transmissional: metaphor of geography or transportation. Signals or messages transmitted over distances for the purpose of control (messages are centrally produced and controlled)

Ritual: “Archaic,” Sharing, Participation, Association, Fellowship.  “The sacred ceremony that draws persons together in fellowship and commonality.” The construction and maintenance off an ordered, meaningful cultural world that can serve as a control and container for human action. (p.18)

Communication is a symbolic process by which reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transformed. (p. 23)

Religious ritual – in one mode it represents the nature if human life, its condition and meaning, and in another mode it induces the dispositions it pretends merely to portray(constructing and maintaining reality (p.29-30)

Cary Nelson, et. al.: “Cultural Studies: An Introduction”

· Cultural studies is both an intellectual and political tradition(processes that have shaped modern and postwar society and culture: industrialization, modernization, urbanization, the rise of mass communication, the increasing commodification of cultural life… (p.5)

Elizabeth Long: “Feminism and Cultural Studies”

· Challenge the assumption that social class was the primary or singular mechanism of domination.

Jerome Bruner: “The Narrative Construction of Reality”

· Narrative Diachronicity: temporal sequence

· Particularity: achieves its emblematic status by its embeddedness in a story that is in some sense generic and by virtue of being embedded in genre, narrative particulars can be “filled in”(a narrative cannot be realized save through particular embodiment.

· Intentional State Entailment: narratives are about people acting in a setting and happenings that befall them must be relative to their intentional states while so engaged (supply basis for interpreting why a character acted as they did).

· Hermeneutic Composibility: Marks narrative in both its construction and comprehension.

· Canonicity & Breach

· Referentiality: Sense/Reference(a story’s components lose their status as singular and definite referring expressions.

· Genericness: We can speak of genre both as a property of text and as a way of comprehending narrative.  Genres seem to provide both writer and reader with conventional “models” for limiting the hermeneutic task of making sense of human happenings.  Genres are also ways of telling that predispose us to use our minds and sensibilities in particular ways( they may be representations of social ontology but they are also invitation to a particular style of epistemology. (p.293)

· Normativeness: Narrative is centrally concerned with cultural legitimacy.  The normativeness of narrative is not historically or culturally terminal – its form changes with the preoccupations of the age and the circumstances surrounding its production.

· Context Sensitivity & Negotiability: Narrative intention and background knowledge arise in considering context(interplay of perspectives in arriving at narrative truth.  It is the very context dependence of narrative accounts that permits cultural negotiation (testimony).

· Narrative Accrual: Culture/History/Tradition – what kinds of strategies guide the accrual of narratives into larger scale cultures or traditions.  What creates a culture is a “local” capacity for accruing stories of happenings of the past into some sort of diachronic structure that permits continuity into the present.

Christian Metz: “The Imaginary Signifier”

· Cinema is more perceptual than many other means of expression—it mobilizes a larger number of the axes of perception.

Annette Kuhn: “Women’s Genres”

· “gynocentric” genres – directed at and enjoyed by women(construction of narrative motivated by female desire and process of spectator identification governed by female point-of-view. (473)

· Modleski – soaps not only address female spectators, but in so doing construct feminine subject positions which transcend patriarchal modes of subjectivity.

· Spectator and audience are distinct concepts that cannot be reduced to one another.

· Disparity between two ‘context structures’: textual analysis vs. contextual inquiry

· Analysis of the women’s picture in terms of its interpellation of a female/feminine spectator is placed alongside a conjunctural analysis and tends to vitiate any attempt to reconcile the two approaches (universalism vs. historical specificity)

· Each term, spectator and social audience, presupposes a different set of relations to representations and to the contexts in which they are received. (478)

· Spectator: A subject constituted in signification, interpellated by the film or TV text, which does not mean that the spectator is an effect of the text (non film/TV spectator-text relations are activated)

· Social Audience: Concept emphasizes the status of cinema and TV as social and economic institutions.  Constructed by discursive practices of both cinema/TV and social science.

· The anticipated pleasure of spectatorship is perhaps a necessary condition of the existence of audiences.

· (Reduction of femaleness to femininity) an address ‘in the feminine’ may be regarded in ideological terms as privileging, if not necessitating, a socially constructed female gender identity.

· A subject not in process of gender positioning but belonging to a social audience already divided by gender.

· Spectators and audiences as discursive constructs – representations, contexts, audiences, and spectators then serve as a series of interconnected social discourses. (482)

· In what ways do melodramas address or construct female/feminine spectators? – offer the spectator a position of MASTERY as well as a MASOCHISTIC position.

· Consideration of the continuity between women’s interpellation as spectators and their status as a social audience.

Linda Steiner: Oppositional Decoding as an Act of Resistance

· The act of capturing (these) texts and setting them in an oppositional frame is an act of resistance(’symbolic resistance’ (p. 330)

· Hall: producing meaning is not a politically neutral practice; dominant power structures invariably try to influence signification, but success is not guaranteed. (“preferred” readings)

· Why do readers choose to attend to markers of their low social status and of their status as sexual objects and to the hegemonic structures responsible for maintaining that status? –activity gives shape and meaning to group experiences, produce and nourish alternative codes and values. (p. 340)

· Cultural expression is not only a process by which we symbolically construct meaningful identities and worlds but also a rejection of who we are not and a repudiation of worlds in which we do not want to live. (p.342)

· Cultural expression is also reactive(communication involves struggle & power

· Wren-Lewis: TV is a signifying practice that produces meaning (not a secondary sign-fixing practice that only reproduces meaning)

Buffy

Buffy the Vampire Slayer was released in 1992 as a camp send-up of teen film genres at the time, both supernatural horror as well as teen comedy.  In the transition from film to television 1997, Buffy has transformed from a Valley Girl caricature into a feminine heroine, seemingly more in accordance with Joss Whedon’s (Director, Creator, Executive Producer) original vision. Cultural currents, the early to mid-nineties rise of Riot Grrrl and Girl Power, as well as the differences in the cinema/TV medium contributed to this change and in turn Buffy has had an impact on the portrayal of young women both in and out of television.   Buffy the film character exists in a limbo, not comfortable with being the chosen one, nor content to be the Homecoming Queen—a powerful statement about the drama of growing up and womanhood, although not fully tangible under the film’s many layers of distracting parody.

Riot Grrrl: movement composed mostly of teenage and twenty-ish, generally white middle-class young women (echoing second wave feminism, albeit younger) with a focus on the arts and media.  Often the audience of popular media, teenage girls were rarely catered to.  Anger-based feminine subculture, reactive, exposing and celebrating the anger of young women.  Also focused on a clear conveyance of the teenage female experience, and how it differed from the one portrayed by the media.  Forged a link between young women and the creation and criticism of media, while demanding attention about issues affecting the lives of young women.  Soon the topic of women in rock gained interest and support and expanded from the self-righteous anger of Riot Grrrl to a movement to express the spectrum of women’s experiences.  By the mid-nineties, a cross-media change appeared to have occurred in attitudes toward women, particularly young women as creators and performers, and at the same time attention was for the first time being given to the various issues of female adolescence.  A generation of girls growing up in the wake of the seventies feminism, as they hit adolescence, was suddenly in the limelight regarding long-ignored perils of girlhood.  

Barbara Findlen: We are the first generation for whom feminism has been entwined in the fabric of our lives; logically this was the first generation of teenage girls to have issues widely addressed by feminist media.

Though it claimed to desire to empower teenage girls, the mid-nineties victim-centric media wave discovered a new demographic. The first generation of teenage girls to have grown up with feminism was now ready to be catered to, she was now the target market.  By the mid-nineties many women had integrated feminist values into their lives, whether or not they chose to use the label ‘feminist’—the term “girl power,” a mix of softened feminist politics and economics, not only lacked many of the negative associations with the word “feminism” but openly declared its focus to be teenage girls.  Girl Power exists as imagined empowerment through self-esteem but actualized empowerment through purchase—changing the shape of media the only way adolescents can – through their spending habits.  

Scream (1996) was probably the first step towards a modern reclaiming of horror as a genre, a traditional site of degradation, in the name of Girl Power.  Buffy’s appropriation of horror as a feminist form is so dramatic because despite steps forward made in films like Scream, violence on the part of the female characters in horror films is still accepted only in terms of self-defense.

(Aileen Wuornos) Aileen "Lee" Wuornos is on Death Row in Broward County, convicted of the murder of six men. Lee says all of the men raped or attempted to rape her. We Believe Aileen Acted in Self-Defense. At the time of the killings, Lee was working as a highway prostitute. All of the men she killed were men who picked her up and who, she says, violently attacked her. Lee was picked up by many other men during this period and she did not harm them. Several men have testified that they spent days or weeks with her and she never threatened them. They did say that she was worried that they would attack her. The change in media, from film to television, was more conducive to the depiction of a multi-faceted Buffy by going beyond the limitation of a 90-minute feature into a serial mode.

While Buffy has created a template for tough television heroines, few have followed in its footsteps quite so boldly (perhaps Fox’s Dark Angel); other shows of the teen television renaissance deal with the issues of life as a teenage female in a more traditional comic way (Popular) or as an aside to the angst of teenage boys (Dawson’s Creek).  (Film)

In Buffy’s world the problems teenagers face become literal monsters.  Buffy’s dialogue establishes a second level of significance directly related to the symbolic social monsters.  The teen language in Buffy contrasts starkly with that of the adults so that the linguistic separateness emphasizes to generational gap.  Teen language is so clearly marked as separate in Buffy that Entertainment Weekly gave it the name “Slayerspeak,”…Buffyverse, Buffyspeak.  The difference is not simply that adults use big words and know more, but rather than teens know different things.  The teens who their willingness to work outside the rules by their comfort in coloring outside the lines of language.  Buffy confronts the vampires of adulthood not only with weapons, but with words of her own.  It is part of the grace and wit of the series that the courage of these adolescents in translated into a mediation of meaning which parallels the mediation of the teen language.

Reliable knowledge and agency come not from the authority of adulthood but from the arcane experiences of youth.  Buffy recreates reality in ways that reveal adult rationalism to be repressive and monstrous.  Human adults in Sunnydale tend not to know about or believe in the monsters that surround them, but when they do recognize them, their reaction is extreme and suffused with the authoritarian impulse.  The adult response is a violent reinscription of the world order they are ideologically wedded to.  The teenagers, on the other hand have arguably less allegiance to the rules of a reality that seldom worked to their advantage anyway.  Sunnydales’s youth engage in an alternate epistemology which, like the language they use, is informal, derisive of authority, and elusive of systematized rules.

Buffy is interested in questions of demon motivation, asking, “What do they want? Why are they here? Sacrifices, treasures, or did they just get rampagy?” –lends consciousness to the monsters.

The magazine George published its September 1998 list of “20 Most Fascinating Women in Politics,” and Sarah Michelle Gellar’s Buffy was the second in the list (after Elizabeth Dole, but with a bigger picture).

The series’ mapping of the high school/college social mine field and the series’ satirical stance.

Buffy: examines the meaning of viewership, parodies television language and mass media iconography to seek out an affective politics for its medium, refusing anesthetic passivity in favor of culturally astute self-consciousness.  The program invites viewers to negotiate the tension between access and restriction; at issue are the structure and dissemination of information itself.

Two correspondent modes of viewer response are interrogated and challenged in Buffy: identification and mediatization.  We also witness an abrogation of agency in viewing: we are mediatized, willingly relieved of our immediate rights as social or cultural actors.  By foregrounding its illusory capacity, the show refuses the proxy and exposes representation as a ruse.  As television, it sucks us in, but it also demonstrates our resistance to getting suckered. (it’s about watching even as it demands that it be watched)  What remains real about the show is its insistence on acknowledging its own formal limits as television: its reality effect inheres in its parodic style.  It reminds us, while we’re watching, that we are watchers.  We identify with their wry, media-literate gaze.  Buffy produces a resistance to channeling, a refusal to be governed by frameworks outside of individual agency: watching both accedes to mediatized vision and fractures the means by which mediatization, and conscious absorption, can take place.  We are made aware of the contradiction embedded in looking on.
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