Cultui‘al Studies: Eclecticism and Orthodoxy

- Qualitative audience research in media studies refiects eclecticism deriving from

its connections with British Cultural Studies, which in turn resists disciplinary status 1.
1M cultural studies is defined at all, it is as an open field of inquiry where anyone
interested in any aspect of culture can come on down. Resistant to theoretical or

methodological dogma{Cultural Studies fancies itself as the hip—hop of academia;

“poaching” ideas from wherever it pleases. Echoing this catholicism, critical audience

research prefers to focus on theory over method, refusing to be bracketed by -
orthodoxy. |
So_ itis difficﬁlt to draw up a definitive list of authors whose work is .central to

critical._audience research. /Having said this, few would consider the inclusion of
George Gerbner. John Lent's review of fi\}e major figures in mass’_communiéatioh 2
'acknéwledgés the difficulty of positioning Gerbner vis-a-vis cn'tical reseérch.
Interviewed for Lent's collection, James Halloran 3 displays an equivocal stance
toward cultivation analysis, which he sees as being both connected to but .also different
from a flawed North American mass communication tradition.. His confusion 18
~ understandable, given that aspects of Gerbner's work seem shadowed by effécts. The
centrality of content analysis directed at enumerating levels of TV violence o the
Cu]tural_ Indicétors Proj ect coinbined with the conclusion thét the medium creates

-
common social attitudes,@ardless of the differences between members of the) - *

audience, makes Gerbner sound like everything which culturai studies distances itself
~ from. TV violence throws down a red ﬂag., connecting Gerbner’s work with the

maligned effects tradition 4. Additionally the focus on the production of attitudinal

uniformity among socially diverse audiences seems incompatible with the recognition ¢f

polysemy and active interpretation that nowadays is the starling point for cultural
studies audience research. The fact that Gerbner’s first “Violence Profiles” Wefe
funded by the US Sﬁrgeon General’s office does not help, connecting his work to a
project of social engiheW Cultivation |

Analysis thus appears as both empiricist and administrative. It suffers from an
_ y | PP p nicist and ag j



overSImphhed view of the communicative process, .and WOrse snil produces
knowledge which is primarily uWr
In fairness, Gerbner has contributed toward this viewpoint in a refusal o
exphc1tly engage with developments in critical theory and audience research. His behef _
that formal qualities of specific tex_ts are irrelevant to the reception of messages
5 éf fectively dismisses texfual analysis and focus group work. Indeed, a general refusal
to acknoWledge the importance of micro processes creates difficulties in arguing f ora
_ cbmpatibili_ty with the critical project. Perhaps these blihd spots represent objects for
farther énalysié rather than-insunnountable obstacles, especially in light of the problems
of delimiting the text in an increasingly inter-textual world (Gerbner s thesis being that
dif] ferent texts contain consistent meamngs)
| But other barriers might be easier to overcome. Gerbner’s work also suffers |
froma cosmetic problem_: The use of humbers. Justin Lewis 6 has recently suggested
thaf quantitative research might be of use in certain critical areas, and Pierre Bourdieu's
- Distinction 7 providés an exampfe of how numbers can be used imaginatively, but it is
still fair to say that statistical research is not generally accepted within the corpus of
_ éritica} medié éu’dience research. Some of the reasons for this are political and
theoretical, based on the Critiques made by Blumer 8 and Bourdieu 9 on the limitations
of survey research. Stemming f rorh the critique of the effects tradition 10, surveys are
seen as blunt objects bludgeonin g heterogeneity out of audiences and rendering them
amenable to the control of politicians and marketing executives. Addjﬁonaily,
quantificaﬁon has little to do with the actual experiencé of culture 1 1. T.he Cultural
quicators Project‘s use of survey data collected by the National Opinion Research
‘Centre (NORC) in Michigan as its primary research tool is thus problematic. This is ail ]
the more so with the emergerit realisation that for all its éspirations toward multi-
disciplinarity, cultural studies needs to police its borders to prevent the intrusion of
politically incompatible rescarch bptions 12. |
These factors convérge to make it very templing to dismiss quantitative research

out of hand, a temptation supported by pragmatic concerns. Despite the aforementioned -



calls for a reconsideration of statistical research, practically speaking the organisation of
media studies degrees in the UK, New Zealand and Australi.a make it very c_iif ficuit to
do so: Students are offered l_ittie if anythir_lg in the area of quantitative methods classes,
and encountér little of the history of mass communication research. Thé sttuation is no
better at postgraduate level, meani_ng that even if many scholars might like to think
about and use quantitative research, they are i1l equif)ped to do so. As aresult, major
critical journals such as Critical Studies in Mass Communication, Media, Culture and

Society and Cultural Studies feature few articles that even mention quantitative research

- in non-pejorative terms, much less actually using them. The "science wars" being
fought in Social Text probably do litile to effect sﬁch a rapprochement.

.We are faced, then, with a general suturing of quantitative methods and
administrative interests; a connection, which this paper will attempt to denaturalise by
closély examining the theoretical foundation of cultivation analysis. In doing sé, 1 hope
to it demonstrate how Gerbner's ideas and methods can be used critically thrdugh a
study of connections between medié use and attitudes toward foreign policy in the US,
as described in a series of surveys collected by tﬁe Chicago Cou:ﬁcil on Foreign

Relations in 1982, 1986 and 1990,

Cultivation Analysis. Qualitativé Quantification.

By the late eighties, cult.ivati.on analysis had established itself as a central part of
North American communication research. Ensconced within the wea]ﬂxj Annenberg
School of Communication at the University of Pennsylvania, George Gerbner and his
colleagues (Larry Gross, Michael Morgan and Nancy Signorelli) had Suilt upa
considerable research profile consisting of content analyses of primetime TV aﬁd survey
research assessing the attitudinal impact of the medium. Yet despite fhe vast amount of
work conducted By the team, it appeared that the whole cultivation project could be
summarised thrbugh a single concept: Mainstreaming. This word describes TV's
power to homogenise social attitudes. Simply put, TY cultivates broadly similar Wayé

of seeing the world among heavy viewers 1 3.



Phrased this way, mainstreaming seems to suffer from{terminal positivism) len

.~ Angl 4_ sees quantitativei methods as dealing in meaningless abstraction; surveys bash |
the cdmplexity out of audiences so that they can articulate genéra.ljsalions that have little
to do with the actual social position and function of TV. How can cultivation analysis
speak of horﬁo'genised attitudes in a world so replete with difference? Pierre

B(')ur(liieu’s critique of survey research 1 5 lends weight to Ang’s position. Funded by
institutional sources and under intense pressure to produce simple answers to complex
questions, pollsters are little more than statistical magicians, pulling facts out of thin air .-
by measuring a “public opinion” that exists nowhere other than their own minds, or
more accuxﬁtely their ﬁlethodologies. Bourdieu also argues that because théy are
produced exclusively by institutional demands for infonﬁation, Surveys are incapable of

acting critically, being used to question the logic and legitimacy of these institutions:

..(the survey) will measure nothing but the effect exercised by the measuring
instrument. This is the case every time the pollster imposes upon those polleda
problematic which isn’t theirs...thus eliminating the only interesting problem,
the question of the economic and cultural determinants of the capacity for
broaching the problem as such. 16. :

If this is true, then data such as that collected by NORC could not possibly be used to
critique the média industry. |

So_mé of the_se. criticisms, however, can also be levelled at qualitative research
forms. Louis Althusser’s concept of interpellation 17, which formed the backbone of
high screen theory, assumed social homogeneity in describing the ideology’s absolute
~ power in Subject formation.. The reference to Screen is not casual, since Cultivation
Analysis had by the. early seventies a&opted an essentially structuralist conceptualisation
of the relati.onship between TV and society. For the Annenberg team, TV’s impact
could be neither imagined nor measured in behaviourist terms. Violence may have been
anotable feature of the televisual enviromhent, but as the content analyses were
compiled, it became clear that these depictions of violent acts conveyed much more
information than how to efficiently shoot, stab or sucker punch other peoplé. The

interesting thing about violence was less what was done, as who performed these acts



aﬁd who was victimised. The Cultural Indicators.Project found that some social types
were more likely to be victimised than others. Women, the elderly and people of colour
were {ar more likely to find themselves on the receiving end of blows, bullets and
blades than were middle-aged, middle class and wealthy white men 1 8.

Gerbner et al. concluded from this that the interesting question about TV
viol_ence was not what such images made people do, as it was what they made people
think about the world that they lived in. Violence was couched within the broader
themes of representation and sociélisation. TV, Gerbner tells us, is a central agent of
soci_alisation in today’s world. 1t tells us about “reality” through repeatedly telling ﬁs |
the same story vis a vis sociéi types and their pbsition in social power relations 19.
Such an argument stands closer to structuralism than positivism. Audiences are
interpellated throﬁgh patterned repfesentations of difference crossing all TV genres. We |
cannot, as a result, llump Cultivation Analysis in with effe.cl;s résearch, since it is anti-

. behaviourist.

"But the Althusserian nature of this position does not tell us much about how
Cﬁlt_ivation Analysis might apply to Cuiturai Studies today. Soitis important to note
that when Cultivation Anél);sis speaks of a process of homogenisation, it does not
argue that TV produces uniformity. Mainstreaming refers to a reduction of difference,
which is very 'di.fferent to the idea of the direct effect. 1t is not an empiricist concept,
but rather an idea théi can be used to think about both power and evasion. We can sec
'this in the alternative “resonance” thesis. Gerbner et al. héve also argued that TV can
increase attitudinal differences between audiences through “resonant” representations.

- Televised messages will be paftiéuiarly powerful when they reflect the social experience
of the viewer 20. Take for eXémple, the “Scary World” hypothesis devéloped by the -
Annenberg team 21. The te_leviéual world is far more violent than the real world. The
Cultural Indicators Project found that heavy TV viewers are far more likely than light

viewers to overestimate their chances of being crime victims. But this is especially true |

for people who live in high crime areas. TV tells us that we live in a violent society



where we'are all targeis, but it is easier 1o accept this message as true if the house next
door was burgled last night.

Mainstreaming and resonance cannot co-exist within a positivist paradigm. To
- Hughes 22 and Hirsch 23, who launched a sustained attack on the Annenberg team’s
from within mainstream communication research, the simultaneous mobilisation of
these concepts is simply equivocation. Cultivation Analysis ends up arguing that TV
both increases and decreases divergent viewpoints and it cannot do both.

Unless of course, you acknowledge the uneven terram of soctal
commumcauon Hughes and Hirsch’s dlsrmssal of Cultlvauon Analysis due to the
dlsappearance of mainstreaming under multlple controls means that they, apparently, do
not. In their view, either TV has power orit does not. Asa result they find
themselves in the same sort of posttion as the effects rescarchers of the late fi 1ft1es
~ shunted toward uses and gratifications research by a failure to provide concrete

evidence of mass persuasion. Cultural Studies resists this trend by replacmg the effects
.model of communication with a more complex, semiotic view of the concept. This.
: complexity- is required because communicative effects do not declare their presence
' unambi guously. Not coincidentally, Cultivation Analysis has its origins in the same
penod, and it too has a more sophistioated view of communication than that offered by
effects researchers. It_follows that to {ully understand the Cultural Indicators Project’s |
-vieW jof TV s social role, we have o understand the model of communication it
operationalizes
If Cultivation Analysis is positivist, then it must view communication asa
transpafent process, where the desires of the TV industry are forced upon passive
audiences. Anyone. who has read Gerbner's early theoretieal work knows this is not
the case. Ia fact, Gerbner has explicitly re’jected'this model based on his belief that
communication is a fundamental human process whose primary significance lies not in
the ability to produce attitudinal and behavioural shifts, but rather to preserve the

stability of a given social order. Hence communication is defined as “interaction



through messages beéring (hu)fnan's notions of existence, priorities, values and
relationships" 2 4.

Moreover, Gerbner's model acknowledges polysemy. An event occurs in the
material world. That event is'witr_lessed by media professionals, who manifest their
perceptions of that event into textual form. Tﬁis perceptiori, however, represents a way
of seeing which is dpen to reinterpretation. Thus me-dia' texts do not simply " répreéent"
thé material world, but actively work to make 'meaning in a particular way 2 5.
Neverchelcss the audience stands in relation to the text in much the same way as the
- media professionais stood vis-a-vis the oﬁginal gvent. T.he'meaning of the text is thus

' ambiguous, even if certain readings are enpcouraged .by explicit and implicit assumptions
~ made in the productive process 26. In this sense, Gerbner's model is similar to Stuart
Hall's encoding/decoding model 27, the starting point for the “active audience” theSis.'
Gerbner's work is thus theoretically incompatible with a stimulus-response, direct
effects-style approach.
| In fact, Gerbner’s model implies that effects can never be direct, since meaning
is always contextual. Because communication involffes the creation of meaning, both
-on the behalf of the media and the audience, every attempt to communicate has an
impact in provoking some form of diScursive activity on the behalf of the receiver. That
is, whenever we are addressed by another person, or by a mediated text, we draw some
| meaning from that interaction. The problem is that because we are dealing with a
process that is contaminated by ambiguity, we can neither predict nor control what the
- effect of a specific communicative act will be. Here again, it is possible to note .
- intersections between Gerbner's work and models which have been déveloped within
cultural studies. In this instance, 'culti_vation theory reflects the shift Carey 28
advocates from a transmission to a ritual model of communication, from a view of
rcommuni_cation as more than the passive transmission of information to an active |
| process that creates images of social reality.
So to criticise the cultural indicators project for failing to locate a main effect for

TV resistant to multiple controls is to misunderstand the concept of communication that



is at stake. In viewing communication as a procéss characterised by dislocations
bei.:\k/een. inte.ﬁtions and perceptions, Gerbﬁer clearly suggests that the same message
~ will have different ef fects, depending on who the receiver is. Hence the notion that the
main effect, if ri gidly applied as the prodﬁciion of uniformity, becomes problematic if
not redundant. For this reason, one of the responses extended by the Annenberg team |
to Fitrsch was that théy had never claimed that TV had the type of global effect they are
accused of searching for 29. |
But main.streami'ng.still impliés that TV has a distinct and identifiable influence
Qn-the way that people think.. Tt still, therefore, deals at a level of abstraction that
researchers such as Ang find problematic. It is important to note, however, that not
everyone within cultural studies is as wary of generalisation as Ang. In his discussion
with researchers at thé University of Massachus_etts, Stuart Hall 30 defends the
en_coding/decoding model on the grounds that any ané]ysis_ of power needs the oonéep_t
_df generalizability. Hall is unwilling to completely dismiss the determining power of
the text, for fear of dismissing power imbalances in social relations. Hall still credits
the media with the power to posiljdn diverse audiences in similar j)ositions within the
text. Similarly, Gerbner casts TV's power in agenda setting style. We, as an audiencé,
"do not have to accept (TV.‘s) meésage, but (Wé) can't help having to deal with (them)”
31. Hall and Gerbner share the idea that the mass media are relatively successful in
directing public consciousness. Any cﬁltural analysis of the mass media rﬁust bear this
~ in mind, since the very notion of culture depends on the relative coherence of meaning
within a given society. Williams 3 2 recognised this in his work on the “structure of
feeling%’, defined as a general ideological climate confining that scope of debate
: OécﬁHing.within a society. Difference is an importénf part of any sophisticated piece of
audience research, but so too 1s the recognition'that the possibilities for difference are
not boundless.
Accepting this point means rethinking the nature and importance of specif’ iéity in
audience fesearch. Specificity is a crucial to social science research, standing at the |

centre of the debate on the relative merits of statistics versus case studies that divided



US sociotogy in the 1920s and 1930s 33. Cultural Studies’ focus on the intricacies of
the reception process can be seen as an important counter balance to a bulk of statistical
communication research. At the same time, even as staunch a critic of quantification as

Herbert Blumer acknowledged that surveys can suggest:

po'ssibl.e significant factors in the complex processes which social psjcholdgy |

is seeking to unravel...In suggesting a relation...(statistics)make it possible t0

come back to the individual cases within the aggregate and study them within

the su ggested relation 34.
Iromically, then, the emphasis on the context of reception actually runs the risk of -
missing the whole picture. If viéwing is a social activity, it must be linked with macro
social processes, the “sn'ﬁcture of f eeling” surrounding the micro differences of actual
viewers. Miséing this connection means inissing the truly social nature of viewing. It
haslong since been reoognis¢d that icieology functions as metonym, re;:;resenting shivers
of r&_:_a_tlity as reaiity itself. Qualitative audience research risks a similar form of tunnel
vision, wherein the complexities of social systems are reduced to living room
interactions. A political critique of viewing requires this'infonﬁation, but as Hall’s
defence of encoding/deobding indicates, this cannot be all we need to know,

“For their part, Gerbner et al. have aftempted to describe of the “structure of
feeling” that has characterised the US since the seventies, charting certain regularities
framing major ideological differences. TV is examined because it represents the
dominant form of publication in éontemporary society. Publication, in Gerbner's terms,
refers to "a general social process...the creatiéﬁ of shared ways of selecting and viewing
aspects of life" 3 5. Connected toa dominant economic and political order and run by
commercial interests, TV repeatedly shows a heterogeneous audi.enoe' the values.
anchoring a specific culture.

| Nevertheless, the simultaneous occupation of different subject positions is
-tecognised. For example, while heavy TV viewers in the US tend toward a conservative
"mainstream" with respect to issues such as law and order and taxation, they also tend td

want more government expenditure on social programs 36. Thus TV cultivates

predispositions which do not always cohere, Cultivation analysis presents us with



“findings” that are themselves textual; pieces bf information needin g active interpretation. -
The co-existence of these preferences, for example, can be explainéd.by an overarching
desire to simply have mof.e of everything, a desire promoted by the consumerist Jogic of
the medium. |
1 am not arguing that we should all become cultivation analysts. All research
paradigms ha\{e thetr faults and blind spots, and the Cultural Indicators Projectisno
ekception. Perhaps most obviously, the focus on TV is a little short-si ghted given the
intertextuality of média recepﬁon; can information gained from TV really be isolated from
‘what we hear and read on radio, newspapers and the internet? At the same time, if the
refusal to include the Annenberg team’s approach in the critical capoﬁ _i.s p_roduced by the N
general rejection of quantification, then it must be pointed 6ut that many of the éritiques’
of positivism simply do not apply here. Communication is not vieﬁzed asa simple'
process of information transference, the audiences are not cbmprised of _cultural dupes,
and the results of survey analysis are not self’ -evident.. In fact, as Michael Morgan has
tirelessly emphasised in his quantitative research methods class at the University of
Massachusetts, quantitative fesear(_:h is an entirely qualitative enterprise, premised on all
kinds of assumptions that need to be considered when one is analysing data. Quantitati-ve
feseafé;h, in this instance, has as much to do with interpreting as it does measuring. The
' disarticulaﬁon from pésitivism means that the claims of cultivation analy;sis'. become at
oﬁce_ more modest but also more compatibie with critical research. Grosébérg 37 sees
the role of audience research not as grasping the truth of audiences, but simply arriving at
a better understanding of viewing,. 'Surely.this 1S enhénced by drawing perspectives from
a wide a field as possible. o |
But how exactly can cultiﬁati_on techniqués be used to efcplain audience behaviour
and the mechanics of ideology? I have explored this question through an analysis of thé
1990 survey conductéd by the Chiéago-Council on Foreign Relations regarding attitudes
toward foreign policy, as they relate to media use. Respondents to these survéys
- (numbering 750), were askéd for their opinions on a number of international issues and

policies concerning the US. In addition, they were also asked a number of questions
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- concerning their level of interest in both local and international news. I attempted o
illustrate a cultivation style method by constructing a number of indices measuring
dispositions on a'nurﬁber of foreign policy issues (attitudes toward the US” World
leadership role, foreign military aid, foreign economic aid and direct military
intervention) as they relate to levels of interest in the news. The media vanable used
means thét strictly spe_aking, this is not a piece of cultivation analysis, since it does not
focus on TV. Secondly, because of the limitations of using databases collected by other
~ people, I have substituted “interest” f or “cumulaﬁv_e exposure” variaﬁles, the assumption
being that people who are more intefested_in the news also tend to see, read and hear
more news. Ona positive note, thesé media variables do acknowledge the intcrtexmality |
of media experience ina 'way that questions on cumulative éﬁposure to TV do not. |
Foreign policy was selecfed as a topic because of the apparent absence of any -
. clear preferred meanings on the US global role. Popuiar wisdom moufns the passing
Cold War consensus, with its clearly identifiable geography of “them” and “us”. The US
used to be able to invade South East Asia at the drop of a hat; but in the _nineties, itcan
barely decide what to do about a tiny Caribbean nation like Haiti.

. But culture simply cannét exist without some type of préf erred meaning, some set
of core beliefs that define a particutar place and time. These preferred meanings may be
hard to find, and when we find them they may be riddled with all kinds of contmdictib_ns,
but without them., we cannot speék of national identity. .

National identity as an idea demands caution. The concept of idcntity as a whole

- (pun intended) has come under a sustained onslaught since the nineteenth century, as
Marxism, psychoanalysis, structuralism and postmodernism have aﬂ chipped away at the |
Cartesian notion of the rational subjecf 38 Idehtity emerges as a neurotic construct that
must resist dissolution_. Identities are in constant flux, How, theﬁ, cah_ we speak of a
collective nationat identity when even the indi?idual occupies different subject positions?

- The crisis of national identity is illustrated by the title of a recent anthology on the
subjéct,‘ Homi Bhaba’s Nation and Narration 3 9. Bﬁaba’s anthology suggests that

“nation” cannot exist without “narration”. Wallerstein 4 0 concurs, arguing that the
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national sense of place dependé on the ability totell a cohérent story about who we, as a

nation, “are”. At the same time, it has to be recognised that Barthes’ hermeneutic code

4 1 portrays narrative closure, like identity, as something to be fought for. Stories end in

| particular ways, disguising in the proce_éss that they could be told alternatively. Narratives

of national identity are no different. In fact, it is only recently that the concept of nation

has become available as a category we can use to think ourselves into the world, standing

in opposition to altémative’ spatial organisations (city states, federations) and ethnically

' based identities.. With the strengthening of both global and iocal political, economic and
cultural Ways of living, nationél narratives appear as historically contingent forms of
closure that may be ripped open once again. '

So it seems that those who mourn the passing of Cold Wai nationai' consensus in

the US stand on Sophisticated t.heoreﬁcal' grounds. One can hardly speak of America,

firstly because the hame is thét ofa continent, not the US, but secondly because even
within the second formation it is impéssible to tatk about collective identity in such a
diverse place. In the wake of Anita Hill, Rodney King and O.J. Simpson, it is easy to

say the National Consciousness, if it ever eﬁisted, has dissolved,

If domestic politics in the US underline the deconstruction of the Cariesian

| subject as self and other merge,. the same cannot be said of international affairs. For .

eXampIe, US media pubiics have been bombarded with images of Islam portraying

| “Muslims as violent, irrational zealots bent on the overthrow of westemn virtues through a
sustained campaign of international terror 42. Perhaps this is why so few voicés have |
been raised against the repeated US Bombing of Iraq in the post Guif War period. It
almoét certainly éxplains the arrest of a completely innocent Jordanian in the immediate
aftermath of the Oklahoma _Cify bombing; it was easier for people o beliéve that the
attack was carried out by a Mid-Easterﬁer than a Midwesterner.

The connection between mediated images of the Middle East and public reacﬁ0n$

to conflict between the US and certain sectors of the Islamic world suggests the presénce:
of preferred meanings based on a degree of narrative closure. If the Islam that actually

exists is as diverse and fractured as the West 4 3, this is not the Islam US audiences meet
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in tﬁe media. This fiction of the essential 'oth_er allows a kind of collective idéntily. “We”
know who “we” through the identif’ icaﬁon of who, or what, we are not 44.

The connections between narrativ.e and identity dovetail with the theoretical
premises of cultwatlon analysis. Gerbner et al. argue that TV positions us as subjects by
telling us the same set of stories time after time. Nothmg here contradicts the sort of
qualitative work on depictions of Islam. Shaheen suggests that the media cons1stentiy tell

‘us that the Muslim world represents a constant threat. His conclusion is supported by
Lewis 4 5, who descnbes how western news viewers tend fo see coverage of non-
‘western trouble spots as evidence of a general irrationalism.

There can be no such thing as an essential identity; being and context are co-

dependent. But it is important to remember that this conclusion has been reached by an
| _inteilectual project whose goal was fo reject Enlightenment notions of rationality and
authorship underwriting liberal pluralism. Argixing for multiple subject positions is not
th.e same thing as believing that we can be what we want to be. National identity remélins
a force, if only because it is something which we must all deal with.

| So recent work on multiple subjectivities, and accordinglf,f active audiences, do

not dismiss_ the idea of some sort of fundamental consciousness, the generation of a

~ generally accepted set of beliefs limiting the diversity of a given culture, Culture oﬁuld
- not exist without these parameters. Tﬁis raises the question of whether the disagrecments
over recent US foreign policy may disguiée a deeper set of beliefs that are relatiyely

common. I will examine these by looking at the 1990 data from the Chicago surveys.

US Foreign Policy and Preferred Meanings

If we look at controversies surrounding thé US invasion of Haiti in 1994, we
find on one level some deep divisions in elite government circles. President Clinton
forged his policy in the absence of bipartisan support, with many prominent Republicans -
publicly dénouncing his decision to infroduce troops. Witkopf 4 6 and Holsti and |
Rosenau 47 contend that all Presidents have faced this situation since the Vietnam War,

as the US’ political, economic and cultural ehte have divided 1hem§e1ves into
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intt;rnalionalist and_isélétionist camps. If this is true, then we can hardly éxpect to find
public consehsus on US fofeign policy. Stuart Hall’s continued defence of the -
encoding/decoding model argues that the media still hold determining power due in part
to the relative i.deologi.c'al ﬁnity of elite circles who have a vested interest in leading public
opin.ion. If this unity does not exist, then Hall must be wrong. |

The problem with this argument is that it ignores the Gramscian positioﬁ which
‘argues that ideology functions to contain rather than _eradiéaté difference. Manifest
disagreements are often premised ona latént set of agreements 48. Returning to H.aiti,.
the public debate on whether 61' not the US should invade assumed that the US has the
right to conduét such aéﬁoﬁé. No one asked if the US Afmy had the moral and. politi;:al |
right to act as the World’s police force; the only queétion was whether Haiti was the right
place to exercise this power. This absence suggests a structure of feeling supporting US

imperialism in principle.

The Chicago Data

The first index I constructed from the Chicago data was desi gned to detect this
structure of feeling among the public. The index is comprised of four questions

measuring approifal of efforts to foster democracy and civil rights throughout the world:

For each one (of the foliowing questions) please say whether you think it should
~ bel. averyimportant foreign policy goal 2. a somewhat important foreign
~ policy goal or 3. not an important goal at all? '
1. Protecting weaker nations againsi foreign aggression.
2. Promoting and defending human rights in other countries.

3. Helping to bring a democratic form of government to other nations.
4. Helping to improve the standard of living of less developed nations.

This index was designed to measure the potentiai predisposition toward supporting an
mterventlomst pohcmg role for the US. Although the questions are a.mblguous in the
sense that they are consistent with both altruism and mlhtansm the 1ntent10n isto
-measure the presence of attitudes that can be potentially connected to such ventures.
Other indices asked more sf)ecific questions. ‘A "military intervention” index was _-

made from the following questions:
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There has been some discussion about the circumstances that might justify using

US troops in other parts of the world. Would you favour or oppose the use of

US troops:

1. If Japan were invaded by the Soviet Union?

2. If North Korea invaded South Korea?

. 3. If Arab forces invaded Israel?

4, If Soviet troops invaded Western Europe?.

This index was constructed to test the hypothesis that the post-Vietnam era has witnessed
asignificant resurgencé of isolationism, testing as it does the willingness to commit US
troops to prevent significant changes in the global geopolitical sujucturé.

Finally, the 1990 data contain_ questions measuring the degree to Which
respondents approve of actual foreign policy actions taken by the administrations of the
day. 1990 respondents were asked for their opinions on:

1. Overall foreign policy.

2. The US response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwalt

3. The US intervention in Panama.
4. The US response to the Chinese Government's crackdown on pro-democracy

demonstrators.
These que_stions and indices were all coded so that higher scores indicate greater

support for the variable in question.

Results . _
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE
' Lboking af_ the World leadership index, the first item of note is the generally high
acceptance of the interventionist principle, regardless of media use. The index was coded
so that scores range_d from 4, representing the lowest possible level of support, to a
highpoint of 12. The mean score of 9 revealsa genérél tendency to believe thét the US
should take a leading rale in world politics. At the same time, while this tendency exists
independently of the media variables used in the index, ihis is not to say thatitis free of -
- media coercion. Kottak 49 points out that the divisibn between light, medium and héavy
viewing levels does not really fnakc miuch sense in a country where, in absolute terms,

everyone consumes enormous amounts of media information.

,__.
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Having said this, it does appéar that interest in the news sharpens the

| internationalist tendency. Table one shows that higher levels of interest correlate with

significantly higher index scores for almost every subgroup. The only groups which do
not demonstrate such a relat:onshlp on either of the media vanables is the “other” racial

group (a fact that might be explained by the fact that there are only 48 respondents in this

group) and conservatives. In a cultivation style interpretation, this lends weight to those
critical reéea:chers’ who criticise the media for represeﬁting the noﬁ-westem world as a

cauldron of dangerous anarchy Cumulatively, news stories encourage the belief that the

world is in need of a firm hénd. Patterns emerging from-thé subs_equént analysis must be .

subsumed Beneath this belief. |

At the same time, one must acknowledge the ambiguity of the internationalist | |
sentlment Intervcntlomst pohcies can take the form of armoured tanks, but they can also
mamfest themselves as water tanks to be used in irrigation projects. The ‘”Troop
Deployment” index (Table 2) measures correlations between media use and the tendency '
to support the use of férce.
\INSERT TABLE 2 HERE
Agam ona scale that ranges from 0 to 4, a mean of 2 means that we cannot
locate a con_mstent ref usaI 8] support the dep] ovment of US troops. Moreover, we see
that once égain, media usage correlates With an increased é’upport for such 'meas_ures.
amohg all of the subgroups on at least bné of the media variables, with the exception of
the Race Other group.
Fmaliy, smfnlar patterns emerge on the 1ndex measuring approval of George

Bush’s forelgn pohcy |
INSERT TABLE 3 HERE.
Only the highly educated and liberals do not show increased tendencies toward approval

in accordance with higher scores on the media variables.
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Cultivatibn and Critical Résearch | 7
The analysis of the prev_ibus section is fairly straightforward. Presenting data

such as this, ] am constantly aware of a temptation to slip into cause-and-effect language.

But these tables are not as simple as they might appear. For a start, they substantially
" debunk the belief that Post-Vietnam US is an i_deoiogical shell of its former self, guilt-
ridden about its past, uncertain of its future. If events such as Haiti suggest this picture,
then we should also remember the public cert_aintieé. surrounding recent actions in the
Gulf. General support for, or at least the absence of cohe'r_ent, actiife opposition o both
. the Gulf War and the continued bombing of Iraq is possibte because the majority of the
US pubtic believe in the principle of US impenalism, even if they do not always approve |
- of the precise form it takes. _

- Thesé_tables also lend empirical wei ght to arguments presented by scholars such
as Said and Amin. Thisis imf)ortant, since the quantitative and qualitative camps are
united by David Morley’s belief é.ﬁdiences must be studied empirically 50. Critical
media research is premised on the assurﬁpﬁon that the média have considerable, but not
~ absolute, power to position the audieﬂce. The only way of _seei_rig power as both

- signi] icanf but also not comprehensive is to défine it asthe ébility.to limit and redﬁoe _

~ difference. .This is why cultivation analysis becomes useful. Déaling with audiences
‘rather than texts, cdltivati’on analysis and the concept. of rhainstreaxning provide a way of
thmkmg about both power and difference. We can see this in the precedlng tables.

I have described how these tables suggest a relationship between media use and
attitudes that supports the argument that the media support an active world role for the |
US What we also see is evidence of a mainstreaming function, whereas attitudinal
differences between subgroups of people who are.not particularly interested in the news -
are less significant among the more media \;i gilant. Taking a look at the “Leadership -
Index”, we see on the International News variable a 0.6 point difference between low

| and high levels of education amohg those showing low levels of interest. The difference
is only 0.3-among the same groups of the highly interested. The same can be said for

sex (0.1 to 0) and race (0.8 to 0.5). Mainstreaming is also evident on the “Troop” and
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_“Approval” indices. On the former, differences in levels_' of support among the less
, iﬁterested are reduced with increased interest among the education and sex subgfoups on
the NI measure, and the education, sex, and race groups on the IN. On approval of
foreign i)olicy, this same trend is seen in the Education, sex, and race groups on NI, and

education and race on IN. | |

‘Media power is not absolute, if we look at approval of George Bush'’s foreign .

policy, we see that hi gher levels of interest in the media do not produce éignificantly
_greater levelslof support, alth’ough thé treﬁd is upward. In the terms of
encoding/decoding, we might read this as evidence of opﬁositional activity in this part of
tﬁe audience. Libefals Were not necessarily i)eréuaded of Bush’s success to the same
degree as others. The same is true of libérals on the. NI measure of the troép deployment
index. :

| But these are minor victories at best. The overwhelming impression created by
“these tables is that people still tend to believe that the US has the right an even the duty tol
mould the world in its own irﬁagc, an impression which the media appears to cultivate.
The significance of this analysis is that it contradicts the myth of the “liberal media” that
has permeated US public djscéilrse since Vietnam. Herman and Chomsky 5 1 describe
the general impreésion among goveminént_elites that the news media are somehow un-
American, being the prime agents behind the erosion of public will that énded the
Vietnam War. Although this has escalated into a belief that the media in general are anti-
conservative (witness the Dan Quayle/Murphy Brown fi 1asc0) Herman and Chomsky
.-argue that the llberal media myth disguises a profound oonservatlsm on the part of the

news. The preceding tables concur.

If you want to follow Bourdieu in arguing that quantitative methods create as

many problems as solutions, it would be hard to disagree. If you also wanted to say that - |

surveys produce data thai 1s not simply found, but is given determmate shape by the
‘methods of their measurement, then-again, I couldn’t really say you were wrong. Butl
would also say that these same criticisms could be levelled at qualitative methods.

Welcome to the messy, infuriating world of audience research. When Morley says that
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the problem of thé audience is principally empirical, he recogniées that audience research
require us to reach out into the world thaf real audiences actually inhabit. We cannot use
the 'prob_lem of methodology to concinde that audiences do not exist. Like it or not, we
have to use empirical methods, since audiences cannot be theorised into or out of
existence. _ | _ |

This being the case, it might be worth considering if ciuantitative research offers
sdmething to critical audience research. Not only is it true that some criticisms levelled at
survey rescarch can be levelled at all forms of social research, but the case of cultivation
_analysis' suggests that Bourdieu’s synthesis of statistical and institutional methods and
- goals is misplaced. In'the US, Gerbner etal. have stood as sdme-of the most vocal
opponents to the free market media forces that are growing ever more powerful ona
global scale, demonstrating time and time again the ideological power of TV. Moreover,
a cultiv_ation style analysis of the Chicago data illustrates how surveys can contextﬁalize
qualitative audience research in a way the preifents the concept of active audiences from

lapsing into the liberal pluralism of uses and gratification research.
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Table 1: US World Leadership: 1990.

NI LOW MED HI M~ F
LOW 950 9.3 9.3 93 9.2
MED 9.5 9.7 9.6 9.6 9.7
HIG 9.5 98 97* 9gF 97*
H . ' :
N : S

LOW 88 9.4 94 92 93

MED 94 96 9.5 96 95

HIG 99% 99* 06 08% ogt
H | .

GRAND MEAN: 95
STANDARD ERROR: 0.04
STANDARD DEVIATION: 17
ALPHA: 0.61 '

93
9.7%
93

9.6
9.7%

Table 2: Public Support For Troop Deployment, 1990.

NI LOW MED HI M F
LOW 14 16 21 20 ° 15
MED 17 = 21 23 23 19
HIG 19% 22% 22  24* 20¢
H i

IN

LOW 12 15 18 1.8 13
MED 17 21 21 23. 19
HIG 24% . 23* 24* 25% 22%
H . S

GRAND MEAN: 199
STANDARD ERROR: 0.03 .
STANDARD DEV: 14
ALPHA: 067

20

W

1.8
2.2
2.2%

1.6

2.1

24

RACE _

85

B O
90 92
106 9.1
100% 8.5
9.2
95 88
103* 93

BACE

B O
10 20
15 - 24
16 . 20
1.0 23
14 14
19* 25

IDEQLOGY
CON MOD LIB
93 93 91
9.6 96 . 99
9.6 98* 99%
9.4 93 9.1
9.5 9.5 97
9.6 99% 99%

IDEOLOGY . -
CON MOD LIB
1.7 1.8 1.7
24 20 1.8
24%  22% 1.7
1.6 1.6 14

22 21 18
2.6 23%  2,0%



Table 3: Approval of Foreign Policy, 1990. _ _ _

NI LOW MED Hl M FEM W B O CON. MOD LIB
LOW 1.1 1.7 1.9 17 15 1.7 10 21 19 17 1.2
MED 1.5 20 19 19 18 20 1.0 1.9 22 18 1.4
HIG 18* .- 20% 2.0 2.0% 1.9  20% - 20 1.8 2.3% 19 14

- H

IN : g _ : : S
LOW 1.0 L5 1.7 14 1.4 1.5 0.8 1.6 1.6 1.5 1.1
MED 15 21 1.9 21 18 20 11 2.1 2.2 1.9 1.5
HIG 19% 2.2% 1.9 20 20% 20% 1.6* 22 2.5% 19 13
H : : S '

GRAND MEAN: 1.8
STANDARD ERROR: 0.03
STANDARD DEV: 137
ALPHA: 0.7 :
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