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behalf of reactionary politics to explain how
an advanced economy can produce unpre-
cedented levels of violence. This expla-
nation generally declines to account for
economic, social, and cultural inequality as
causes of violence, so wedded is it to the
behavioral données of the psy-function.

�� Meta-Criticism 
of Media Effects

Cultural studies is troubled by the way
that contemporary effects research un-self-
consciously incarnates conservative concerns
that arch over millennia, wrongly claiming
positivism as a new truth when in reality it
rehearses old anxieties for the umpteenth
time. Drama, for example, has long been
plagued with the reputation of being an
ungodly public sphere of make-believe that
dupes its audience. Writing in the first cen-
tury AD, Plutarch recounts the following
story about Solon. Having enjoyed what
later became known as a tragedy, Solon
asked the play’s author, Thespis,

whether he was not ashamed to tell such
lies in front of so many people. When
Thespis replied that there was no harm in
speaking or acting in this way in make-
believe, Solon struck the ground angrily
with his staff and exclaimed, “Yes, but if
we allow ourselves to praise and honour
make-believe like this, the next thing will
be to find it creeping into our serious
business.” (Plutarch, 1976, p. 73)

Is this so different from today’s panics
over the media? I think not. And there are
other harbingers of the “modern” effects
tradition. The emergence of private, silent
reading in the 9th century, which ended
religion’s monopoly on textuality, was crit-
icized as an invitation to idleness. In the
12th century, John of Salisbury warned of
the negative impact of juggling, mime, and
acting on “unoccupied minds . . . pampered

by the solace of some pleasure . . . to their
greater harm” (quoted in Zyvatkauskas,
2007). As printed books began to prolifer-
ate in the early 18th century, critics feared
a return to the “barbarism” of the post–
Roman Empire; erudition would be over-
whelmed by popular texts, just as it had been
by war (Chartier, 2004). When Goethe’s The
Sorrows of Young Man Werther came out in
1774, its suiciding hero was deemed to have
caused numerous mimetic suicides among
readers, and the book was banned in many
cities (Stack, 2003).

The Industrial Revolution brought new
communications technologies, new demo-
cratic urges, new class anxieties, and new
knowledges. By the early 20th century,
academic experts had decreed media audi-
ences to be passive consumers, thanks to
the missions of literary criticism (distin-
guishing the cultivated from others) and
the psy-function (distinguishing the com-
petent from others; Butsch, 2000, p. 3).
The origins of social psychology can be
traced to anxieties about “the crowd” in
suddenly urbanized and educated coun-
tries that raised the prospect of a long-
feared “ochlocracy” of “the worthless mob”
(Pufendorf, 2000, p. 144) able to share
popular texts. Elite theorists emerged
from both right and left, notably Vilfredo
Pareto (1976), Gaetano Mosca (1939),
Gustave Le Bon (1899), and Robert Michels
(1915), arguing that newly literate publics
were vulnerable to manipulation by dema-
gogues. James Truslow Adams, the Latino
founder of the “American Dream,” saw
“the mob mentality of the city crowd” as
“one of the menaces to modern civiliza-
tion.” He was especially exercised by “the
prostitution of the moving-picture indus-
try” (1941, pp. 404, 413). These critics
were frightened of socialism, democracy,
and popular reason (Wallas, 1967, p. 137).
With civil society growing restive, the
wealth of radical civic associations was
explained away in social-psychological
terms rather than political-economic
ones thanks to “new” scholarship. The
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psy-function warmed itself by campus fires
in departments of psychology, sociology,
and education. Scholars at Harvard took
charge of the theory; faculty at Chicago
the task of meeting and greeting the
great unwasheds; and those at Columbia
the statistical manipulation (Staiger,
2005, pp. 21–22).

The extension through societies of the
capacity to read had as its corollary the
possibility of a public that transcended
people physically gathered together, with
obvious implications—mass literacy could
inform industrial and political turmoil.
When unionists in the Cuban cigar indus-
try organized readings of news and current
affairs to workers on the line, manage-
ment and the state responded brutally. In
the United States, slave owners terrorized
African Americans who taught themselves
and their colleagues to read; Nat Turner’s
1831 Rebellion was attributed by many to
his literacy. The advent of reading out-
doors and the arrival of the train as a new
site of public culture generated anxieties
about open knowledge and debate. The
telegraph’s capacity to spread information
from the eastern states to 19th-century
Californians before they had finished
breakfast was accused of exhausting emo -
tional energies at the wrong time of day,
while its presence in saloons expanded
working-class betting on sporting events.
Neurological experts attributed their
increased business to telegraphy, alongside
the expansion of steam, periodical literature,
science, and educated women. Nineteenth-
century U.S. society saw spirited debates
over whether new popular media and
genres, such as newspapers, crime stories,
and novels, would breed anarchic readers
lacking respect for the traditionally literate
classes. The media posed a threat to estab -
lished élites, because they enabled working
people to become independently minded
and informed, distracting them from servi -
tude (Miller, 1998). 

Specifically, gendered reactions against
mass literacy became the heart of numerous

campaigns against public sex and its
representation, most notably the Comstock
Law, which policed U.S. sex from the late
19th century. The law was named after the
founder of the New York Society for the
Suppression of Vice, the noted Post Office
moralist Anthony Comstock. Much exer-
cised by “evil reading,” Comstock avowed
that before Adam and Eve, reading was
unknown. In the early 20th century,
opera, Shakespeare, and romance fiction
were censored for their immodest impact
on the young. Many effects studies since
that time have been colored by their links
to governments and courts policing sexual
material because of its alleged impact on
young people, all the way from the uptake
of Britain’s 1868 Regina v. Hicklin deci-
sion and its anxieties about vulnerable
youth through to the U.S. Supreme Court’s
1978 Federal Communications Commission
v. Pacifica (Heins, 2002, pp. 9, 29–32, 23;
Manguel, 1996, pp. 110–111, 141, 280, 284;
Stearns, 2006, p. 65).

Such tendencies moved into high schol-
arly gear with the Payne Fund studies of
the 1930s, which juxtaposed the impact of
films on “‘superior’ adults—young college
professors, graduate students and their
wives”—with children in juvenile correc-
tion centers, who were easily corralled due
to their “regular régimes of living.” These
studies inaugurated mass social science
panic about young people at the cinema
through the collection of “authoritative
and impersonal data which would make
possible a more complete evaluation of
motion pictures and their social potential-
ities” to answer “what effect do motion
pictures have upon children of different
ages?” especially on the many young
people who were “retarded” (Charters,
1933, pp. 8, iv–v, 12–13, 31; see Blumer,
1933; Blumer & Hauser, 1933; Dale, 1933;
Forman, 1933; May & Shuttleworth,
1933; Mitchell, 1929). Pioneering scholars
boldly set out to see whether “the onset of
puberty is or is not affected by motion
pictures” in the light of “The Big Three”
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narrative themes: love, crime, and sex.
They gauged reactions through autobio-
graphical case studies that asked questions
like whether “all, most, many, some, few,
or no Chinese are cunning and under-
hand” and investigated cinematic “demon-
strations of satisfying love techniques” for
fear that “sexual passions are aroused
and amateur prostitution . . . aggravated.”
This was done, inter alia, by assessing a
viewer’s skin response. Laboratory tech-
niques used such sensational machinery as
the psychogalvanometer and beds wired
with hypnographs and polygraphs (Charters,
1933, pp. 4, 10, 15, 25, 32, 49, 54, 60;
Staiger, 2005, p. 25; Wartella, 1996, p. 173).

Meanwhile, communication studies
was spreading across midwestern public
universities in the United States. It emerged
in the early 20th century to further the
ability of White non-English-speaking
migrants to assimilate into the workforce,
then accidentally became the first home of
media education because the engineering
professors who founded radio stations in
colleges during the 1920s needed program
content, and drew volunteers from speech
communication. As radio stations became
laboratories, research was undertaken into
technology, content, and reception (Kittross,
1999). The example of the Payne Fund
studies, the development of communica-
tion studies, and the massive growth of the
psy-function have led to seven more
decades of attempts to correlate youthful
consumption of popular culture with anti-
social conduct, emphasizing the size and
conduct of audiences to audiovisual enter-
tainment: where they came from, how
many there were, and what they did as a
consequence of being present. Worries
over the media’s indexical and incarnate
power underpin a wealth of research that
questions, tests, and measures people and
their texts. Not all this work assumes a
strong relationship between social conduct
and audience conduct, but that premise
underpins it nevertheless.

Cultural studies regards these practices
as reactions to the fact that audiences

participate in the most global (but local),
communal (yet individual), and time-
consuming meaning making in world
history—the concept and occasion of
being an audience are links between
society and person because viewing and
listening involve solitary interpretation as
well as collective behavior. Not surprisingly,
effects research appeals to multiple materi -
ally interested constituencies. Production
executives invoke the audience to measure
success and claim knowledge of what
people want; regulators to intervene in
programming; psychologists to publish
learned articles; and lobby groups to
change content because of its putatively
deleterious impact on those who are
supposedly less intelligent and cultivated
than they. Violence, politics, ignorance,
apathy, and sales supposedly engendered
by the media are routinely investigated by
the psy-function. The audience as consumer,
student, felon, voter, and idiot engages
these institutional actors. Moral panics
and the psy-function combine to create
what Harold Garfinkel, writing in the
1960s, named a “cultural dope,” a mythic
figure who “produces the stable features
of the society by acting in compliance with
preestablished and legitimate alternatives
of action that the common culture pro-
vides.” The “common sense rationali-
ties . . . of here and now situations” used
by ordinary people are obscured and derided
by such categorizations (1992, p. 68).

The pattern is that whenever new com-
munications technologies emerge, young
audiences in particular are immediately
identified as both pioneers and victims,
simultaneously endowed by manufactur-
ers and critics with immense power and
immense vulnerability—early adopters/early
naifs. They are held to be the first to know
and the last to understand the media—the
grand paradox of youth, latterly on dis-
play in the “digital sublime” of technolog-
ical determinism, as always with the
super-added valence of a future citizenship
in peril (Mosco, 2004, p. 80). New tech-
nologies and genres have brought with
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them marketing techniques focused on
young people, even as concerns about sup-
posedly unprecedented and unholy new
risks also recur: cheap novels during the
1900s; silent then sound film during the
1920s; radio in the 1930s; comic books of
the 1940s and ’50s; pop music and televi-
sion from the 1950s and ’60s; satanic rock
as per the 1970s and ’80s; videocassette
recorders in the 1980s; and rap music,
video games, and the Internet since the
1990s. Recent studies totalize 8- to 18-year-
olds as “Generation M” (for media). The
satirical paper The Onion cleverly mocked
the interdependent phenomena of the psy-
function, panic, and commodification via
a faux 2005 study of the impact on U.S.
youth of seeing Janet Jackson’s breast in a
Super Bowl broadcast the year before
(Kline, 1993, p. 57; Mazzarella, 2003, 
p. 228; Roberts, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005;
“U.S. Children,” 2005).

For those of us in cultural studies,
effects research suffers the disadvantages
of ideal-typical psychological reasoning.
Scholars rely on methodological indivi -
dualism, failing to account for cultural
norms and politics, let alone the arcs of
history and waves of geography that
situate texts and responses to them inside
politics, war, ideology, and discourse.
Abundant tests of media effects are based
on, as the refrain goes, “undergraduates at
a large university in the Midwest.” As
politicians, grant givers, and pundits call
for more and more research to prove that
the media make you stupid, violent, and
apathetic (or the opposite), the psy-function
responds, rarely if ever interrogating its
own conditions of existence—namely, that
governments, religious groups, and the
media themselves use it to account for
social problems and engage in surveillance
of popular culture.

Effects research is frequently complicit
with what it professes to investigate. As
jobs emerged from the 1950s for U.S.
marketers trained in the psy-function, it
even infiltrated the very genres it drew
strength from denouncing. Since that time,

while some parts of the psy-function have
aided consumer targeting, others feed
anxieties about lost innocence via a raft
of literature denouncing child commerce,
promoted by media panickers like Action
for Children’s Television (“Children’s
Television,” 2004; Cook, 2007; Cook &
Kaiser, 2004, p. 215; DeFao, 2006).
Right-wing front organizations like the
Parents Television Council adore such
analyses: the Council’s Entertainment
Tracking System (2005) is designed to
“ensure that children are not constantly
assaulted by sex, violence and profanity
on television and in other media . . . along
with stories and dialogue that create dis-
dain for authority figures, patriotism, and
religion.” This complex mosaic of effects
research fandom encompasses state, church,
commerce, and academia, which may
simultaneously governmentalize, demonize,
and commodify youth culture (Hartley,
1998, p. 14).

�� Cultural Studies’
Conceptualization 
of the Audience

Of course, there have always been counters
to the notion that audiences are influ-
enced by the media. In the fifth century BC,
Socrates may have been the first to argue
that what we’d now call media effects could
only occur by touching on already-extant
proclivities in audiences. In the 18th cen-
tury, Denis Diderot asked, “Who shall be
the master? The writer or the reader?” Up
to the early 19th century, it was mostly
taken for granted that audiences were
active interpreters, given their unruly and
overtly engaged conduct at cultural events
(Kline, 1993, pp. 52–53, 55; Manguel,
1996, pp. n. p., 51, 63, 71, 86). Within the
effects tradition itself, some powerful ten-
dencies have argued against the media’s
impact (Lewis, 2008).

By contrast with psy-function attempts
to corral or control spectators, more
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populist, qualitative theories—articulated
to progressive social change based on the
insights of ordinary people—fed into
cultural studies (see Miller, 2006, for
further discussion of cultural studies). This
perspective has offered a way in to research
via cultural studies’ love affair with the all-
powerful interpreter—the audience. Umberto
Eco’s (1972) mid-1960s development of a
notion of encoding-decoding, open texts,
and aberrant readings—developed as a
consultancy on audiences for Italian
television—was a key paper. His insights
were picked up by Frank Parkin (1971),
then Stuart Hall (1980), and applied to
current-affairs television by David Morley
(1980, 1992). The methods these scholars
and their followers used included ethno -
graphies of audiences and studies of cul -
tural memory. They focused on resistance
to dominant norms and expressions of
cultural politics rather than the bourgeois-
individualist norms of the psy-function’s
investment in “behavior,” which was as
much about ideo logical idées fixes as aggres -
sion or learning.

Dick Hebdige’s Subculture (1979) is a
foundational work of cultural studies within
this tradition. A pathbreaking tour of the
depressed, recessed, repressed Britain of the
1970s, Subculture focuses on resistance and
reaction to workaday norms and cultures
enacted by marginalized youth through
the use of spectacle—audiences who have
turned effects and reception into refusal and
resignification. Hebdige shows that sub -
ordinate groups adopt and adapt signs
and objects of the dominant culture,
reorganizing them to manufacture new
meanings. He demonstrates how their
bricolage subverts achievement-oriented,
materialistic corporate and state culture.
Paradoxically, consumption reverses the
status of such consumers: the oppressed
become producers of new fashions, inscrib -
ing alienation, difference, and powerlessness
on their bodies, be it via punk dress or
Rasta dreads.

In the case of children and television—
one of the most politically charged areas

of audience study—anxieties from the
effects tradition about turning Edenic
innocents into rabid monsters are chal -
lenged by research into how children
distinguish between fact and fiction; the
generic features and intertexts of children’s
news, drama, action-adventure, education,
cartooning, and play; and how talking
about TV makes for social interaction
(Buckingham, 2005; Hodge & Tripp,
1986). Against claims that soap operas see
women identify with maternal, policing
functions, cultural studies suggests that
female viewers may empathize with villai -
nous characters because of their power,
arguing that the genre appeals because it
offers a world of glamour and joy in
contradistinction to the workaday sub -
urban ennui of patriarchy (Ang, 1982;
Seiter, Borchers, Kreutzner, & Wrath,
1989). Similar findings have emerged
from observing romance-fiction readers
(Radway, 1991). And in accounting for
cult cinema, Eco suggests viewers can
“own” a text, psychologically if not
legally, by quoting characters’ escapades
and proclivities. References to segments 
of an episode or the typical behavior of 
an actant catalyze collective memory,
regardless of their significance for indivi -
dual plot lines (1987, p. 198). In the early
days of the Web, I used a snowball method
to mobilize these insights. I identified and
contacted latter-day followers of The
Avengers, a 1960s British television program,
from across the world to juxtapose popular
memories of the program with the cultural
politics of the time, especially gender
relations and the Cold War (Miller, 1997).
This was in keeping with studies undertaken
in Latin America under the aegis of Néstor
García-Canclini and his collaborators,
which disclose that the interrelationship
between audiences and reality must be
understood as a “process by which subjects
construct and undergo the facts, transform
them, and experience the resistance pro -
vided by the real” (2001, p. 62).

This idea that the audience is active and
powerful has been elevated to a virtual
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nostrum in some cultural studies research
into fans, who are thought to construct
parasocial or imagined social connections
to celebrities and actants in ways that
fulfill the function of friendship and make
sense of human interaction. Picking up on
Garfinkel’s (1992) cultural-dope insight to
counter the psy-function, some cultural
studies audience research claims that the
public is so active that it makes its own
meanings, outwitting institutions of the
state, academia, and capitalism that seek
to measure and control it. This critique
asserts that media audiences routinely
subvert patriarchy, capitalism, and other
forms of oppression because they decode
texts in keeping with their social situations.
The audience is said to be weak at the level
of cultural production, but strong as an
interpretative community, especially via
imagined links to stars. All this is supposedly
evident to scholars from their perusal of
audience conventions, Web pages, discussion
groups, quizzes, and rankings, or by
watching television with their children
(Baym, 2000; Fiske, 1987; Jenkins, 1992).

�� Criticisms

But can fans be said to resist labor exploita-
tion, patriarchy, racism, and U.S. neoimpe-
rialism, or in some specifiable way make a
difference to politics beyond their own
selves when they interpret texts unusually,
dress up in public as men from outer space,
or chat about their romantic frustrations?
Why have such practices become popular in
the First World at the very moment when
media policy fetishizes deregulation and
consumer sovereignty? And are cultural
studies’ favored methods and samples so
self-directed and self-regarding that they
amount to narcissography? The Wall Street
Journal welcomes such work as “deeply
threatening to traditional leftist views of
commerce.” The Journal suggests that
“cultural-studies mavens are betraying the
leftist cause, lending support to the corporate

enemy and even training graduate students
who wind up doing market research”
(Postrel, 1999). It is certainly true that
cultural studies frequently generates utopic
pronouncements, such as the assertion
that America’s Army, an electronic game
designed to recruit young people to the U.S.
military via simulated first-person shooting,
stimulates a vibrant counterpublic sphere in
which veterans dispute the bona fides of
nonmilitary players. America’s Army is
allegedly a contested site; what began as a
recruitment device has transmogrified into
“a place where civilians and service
folk . . . discuss the serious experience of
real-life war” (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 214–215).
Such claims fail to account for other aspects
of the game. Its online fora, such as
Americasarmy.com/community, take full
advantage of cybertarian fantasies about
the new media as civil society; across the
gamut of Internet chat, fan sites, and virtual
competition, they enlist participants in a
militaristic agenda. Studies of young people
who have positive attitudes to the U.S.
military indicate that 30% of them formed
their views by playing the game—a game
that forbids role reversal via modifications,
thereby preventing players from experienc-
ing the pain of the other (Craig, 2006;
Gaudiosi, 2005; Lenoir 2003, p. 1175;
Nieborg, 2004; Power, 2007, pp. 279–280;
Thompson, 2004; Turse, 2008, pp. 117–118,
123—124, 157). 

Marketing likes nothing better than active
audiences who are bursting with knowl -
edge about media texts; nothing better
than diverse groups with easily identified
cultural politics and practices; nothing
better than fine-grained ethnographic and
focus group work to supplement large-
scale surveys that provide broad-based
demographic data. For instance, digital
interactive television is a key innovation
for spying on the U.S. public via a set-top
box that can provide masses of infor -
mation about viewers to marketers and
advertisers, from their use of mute buttons
to their psychographic profiles. This
“research” can be done at the behest of the
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state, which has already ordered such
firms to share their data (Chmielewski,
2002). The Internet also provides cheap
market testing. TV producers leak infor -
mation or request audience input about
planned changes to programming to
capture opinion without paying for it,
keeping their attention on such noted TV-
critic Web sites as Television Without Pity,
TV Squad, and Futon Critic. Television
Without Pity is even owned by NBC
Universal (Kushner, 2007). And the idea
that audiences are especially independent
of media influence when using several
different communications technologies at
the same time as watching TV is not
sustainable. For example, no fewer than 
a third of U.S. sports audiences who
communicate electronically at the same
time as viewing refer to the commercials
they have seen, and almost two thirds
have greater recognition of them than
those who simply watch the TV without
reaching out in these other ways to friends
and fellow spectators (Loechner, 2007).
Resistive interpreters? Active audiences?
Perhaps not.

The problem with U.S. cultural studies
of audiences is that many of them derive
from a very specific uptake of venerable
U.K. critiques of public broadcasting.
Those critiques originated from a heavily
regulated, duopolistic broadcasting system—
1950s–70s Britain—in which the BBC
represented a high-culture snobbery that
many leftists associated with an oppressive
class structure. Hence the desire for a
playful, commercial, anticitizen address as
a counter. When cultural studies made
its Atlantic crossing, there was no public
broadcasting behemoth in need of critique—
more a squibby amoeba. And there were
lots of not-very-leftist professors and
students seemingly aching to hear that
U.S. audiences’ learning about parts of the
world that their country bombs, invades,
owns, misrepresents, or otherwise exploits
was less important, and less political, than
those audiences’ interpretations of actually
existing local soap operas, wrestling bouts,

or science fiction series. The outcome was
rarely radical—for example, when cultural
studies scholars intervened in policy mat -
ters, they supported video game industrialists
against a commercial ordinance that required
manufacturers to advise parents their
products were risky for young people
(“Brief,” 2003; see Kline, 2003).

�� Directions for 
Future Research

These criticisms should not obscure the fact
that cultural studies has inspired some
remarkable work that transcends the limi-
tations I have identified by blending audi-
ence studies with cultural materialism. The
direct opposition that is frequently drawn
between active-audience theory (interpreta-
tion matters) and political economy (pro-
duction matters) assumes that the variety of
audience niches and responses nullifies the
concentration and reach of economic power
in mass culture—that pluralism ensures
diversity (Schiller, 1989, pp. 147–148, 153).
And it is often alleged that political econo-
mists have not accounted for the ability of
audiences to interpret what they receive.
But if we look back at the scholars who cre-
ated that tradition, it is evident that they
were well aware of this capacity. In the
1950s, Dallas Smythe wrote that “audience
members act on the program content. They
take it and mold it in the image of their
individual needs and values” (1954, p. 143).
He took it as read that soap opera
habituées sometimes viewed the genre as
fictional and sometimes as a guide for deal-
ing with problems (Smythe, 1954, p. 148).
At the height of his 1970s policy interven-
tions in revolutionary societies, from Latin
America to Africa, Armand Mattelart rec-
ognized the relative autonomy of audiences
and their capacity and desire to generate
cultural meanings (1980, p. 111). And in
the classic 1960s text Mass Communications
and American Empire, Herb Schiller stressed
the need to build on the creativity of
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audiences by offering them entertaining and
informative media (1992). Their example
resonates in the best cultural studies.

Political-economic/cultural approaches
that track the material lives of commodity
signs bring attention to the fact that
cultural texts change their meaning and
value depending on where, when, and
how they are experienced. Consider con -
temporary research into Mexican tele -
novelas. Now seen in more than a hundred
countries, these serials have been studied
through análisis semántico basado en
imagines (semantic analysis based on the
imaginary), which uses viewer interviews
about cultural responses to stories as
they unfold (Clifford, 2005; Slade &
Beckenham, 2005, p. 341, n. 1). Similar
methods have shown that diasporic com -
munities frequently create syncretic cultures
of reception. Marie Gillespie illustrates
how elderly Punjabi expatriates in London
take the viewing of Hindi films with
their children and grandchildren as
opportunities to reminisce and educate
family members about India (1995). There
was controversy and even violence among
exiled audiences in Los Angeles in 1990
when their image of Iran was challenged
during a film festival devoted to post -
revolutionary cinema (Naficy, 1993).
Gay Asian-Caribbean-Canadian video
maker Richard Fung (1991) talks about
“searching” for Asian genitals in the
much-demonized genre of pornography,
an account not available in conventional
denunciations of porn and its impact on
minorities. And when JoEllen Shively
(1992) returned as a researcher to the
reservation where she grew up, her fellow
Native Americans were reading Western
films as they had done during her childhood,
in an actantial rather than a political way
that found them cheering for “cowboys”
over “Indians,” because heroic narrativi -
zation had overdetermined racial identi -
fication. Jacqueline Bobo’s analysis of
Black U.S. women viewers of The Color
Purple shows how watching the movie,
discussing it, and reading the novel drew

them back to Alice Walker’s writing, with
all three processes invoking their historical
experience. These women “sifted through
the incongruent parts of the film and
reacted favorably to elements with which
they could identify” (1995, p. 3). We see
similar findings in the TV work of Karen
Riggs (1998) on elderly U.S. audiences,
Purnima Mankekar (1999) on South Asian
women viewers, and Eric Kit-Wai Ma
(1999) on Hong Kong focus groups. 

At a policy level, Stuart Cunningham
(1992) had an impact on public inquiries
into the representation of violence and the
impact of commercials with his survey of
political-economic and cultural studies
approaches to television audiences, and
Justin Lewis’s (2001) study of U.S. public
opinion was a significant intervention.
Rosalía Winocur (2002) produced a major
account of the part played by audiences 
to talk-back radio in Latin American
democracies newly freed from U.S.-backed
dictators, while Ellen Seiter’s (2005)
ethnography of young Californians and
new media is compelling. García-Canclíni
and his associates have mobilized a
mélange of field observations, interviews,
surveys, and textual analyses to examine
the reception of cultural events in Mexico
(2001). At a conceptual level, several
theorists have explained the essentially
constructed nature of the audience, its
ontology forever scarred by the way it is
brought into being through the psy-
function to perform specific tasks of
surveillance and sales (Ang, 1991; Hartley,
1987; Lewis, 1991; Maxwell, 1991,
2000). Future research can follow their
fine examples.

Cultural historian Roger Chartier
proposes a tripartite approach to media
analysis, namely, reconstruction of “the
diversity of older readings from their
sparse and multiple traces”; a focus on
“the text itself, the object that conveys it,
and the act that grasps it”; and an
identification of “the strategies by which
authors and publishers tried to impose an
orthodoxy or a prescribed reading on the
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text” (1989, pp. 157, 161–163, 166). This
grid directs us beyond behavioralism’s
individual focus, which paradoxically
yet inexorably returns to a conservative
collective politics. Because texts accrete
and attenuate meanings on their travels as
they rub up against, trope, and are troped
by other media and the social, we must
consider all the shifts and shocks that
characterize their existence as cultural
commodities—their ongoing renewal as
the temporary “property” of varied, pro -
ductive workers and publics, and the
perennial “property” of businesspeople.

That may be the abiding contribution of
cultural studies to “knowing” the audience.
It is reductive to understand the media via
methods that are fundamentally textual,
fundamentally social, or fundamentally
scientific. The media and their audiences are
not just things to be read; they are not just
coefficients of political and economic
power; and they are not just outcomes of the
psy-function. Rather, they are all these
things. The media are hybrid monsters,
coevally subject to rhetoric, status, and
technology—to text, power, and science—
all at once, but in contingent ways (Latour,
1993). To think otherwise is to diminish the
material histories of media texts and their
consumption, to reduce commodity signs
with complex careers to business-as-usual
attempts by the U.S. psy-function to blame
them for high national levels of inter -
personal violence and low levels of educa -
tional attainment, those obsessions ever more
troubled by electronic texts’ extraordinarily
open, malleable, polyphonic qualities
(Chartier, 2005). If nothing else, cultural
studies will provide early warning whenever
such research is packaged anew.
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