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262 Patricia Mellencamp

contradictions about TV, often shamelessly blatant about its equivoca-
tions—particularly regarding gender. Speaking overtly with a forked
tongue to males and females in the audience, TV is just not as seamless as
cinema. Yet, TV is trickier—"it is as though neither action had taken place,
whereas in reality, both have.”

TV pinpoints our loneliness by providing companionship, advice, con-
solation, prayer, and therapy, assuring us we are not alone by assembling
audiences who have fun together. It materializes reality by simulation; ob-
sesses with time while eradicating it; and repeats catastrophes which tell us
that we are safe. TV catastrophes construct us as victims and onlookers or
audience, a division replicated by interviews with emotional eyewitnesses
or actual victims, intercut with the anchor’s direct address to us; thus, we
are held between shifting identifications with the emotive participants and
the unemotive or “rational” anchor—linked to the safety of him—mnot
them—on an investigative search for truth or an outpouring of human
compassion, as is TV. In relation to victims, our response is an anti-iden-
tification, the relief of “not me” resulting in gratitude. It might be argued
that catastrophe coverage functions to ensure our feelings of well-being
and good fortune. This would hold true for anonymous victims and by-
standers. Celebrities or public figures elicit very different responses, how-
ever. The assurance for the viewer of catastrophe is that it is happening,
but elsewhere; or it already happened and is now historical, over. The
tantalizing threat, the true danger of catastrophe, is the here and now; it
it were happening to us, we wouldn’t be watching television. We exist as
vicarious participants whose presence is critical, acknowledged, and flat-
tered, yet we are never in danger of being touched, seen, or heard; neither
do we need to act (the only action TV requests is dialing the telephone).
Television’s participatory nonparticipation of direct looks and address,
structures of the joke and parody which incorporate us, the presence of
on-screen audiences, laugh tracks, viewer mail, telephone polls, pleas for
money, measuring us and charging accordingly, is the ultimate reassurance
of our status as safe outsider, yet holding an opinion as involved, concerned,
informed citizens. We are safe, at home, perhaps in bed, away from the
crowd.

However, television is a medium of containment with a significant dif-
ference from nuclear discourse—TV invokes the palpable body, often fe-
male, which nuclear policy and criticism have disavowed, eradicated.
Although the network “news” division is still a strong masculine preserve,
TV's address within “entertainment” incorporates women as half-subject,
half-object in need of physical improvement and domestication, but also
critically as subjects. This enunciation, and its specific textual practices
amidst the changing conditions of production which increasingly but spar-
ingly include women as producers, writers, and directors as well as per-
formers, bears careful scrutiny. Instead of merely being satisfied that
television acknowledges that women do indeed exist, we must analyze the
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terms of the enunciation. After all, contradiction and simulation are not
new(s) to women.

NOTES

My gratitude to Mary Yelanjian for her splendid research efforts.
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I want to partially disagree with Weber, and update Freud’s historical
assertion that “the unconscious seems to contain nothing that could give

any content to our concept of the annihilation of life.”* The second half

of the twentieth century has an image of doomsday and annihilation which
Freud could not have imagined. This image haunts the unconscious, poli-
tics, art, and now criticism; it is not a love story and, like *“The Return to
Space,” excludes the female. With the abrupt 1988 end to the Cold War
as yet uncelebrated, hanging in a virtual suspension of disbelief, its image
has shifted from testing in 1946 and Operation Crossroads to simulation
and Troop Test Smokey in the ros, from avid discussion to silence, from
civil defense to its futility, and from visual representation in government
experiments and art to theory. The logic of governmental lear argu-
ment was one of contradiction: a process of creation—showing us the visua
spectacle ol the bomb's capacity in elaborately staged films—and cancel-
lation—the verbal denial that nuclear power would be offensively used. 1f
precautions were taken, radiation’s harmful bodily effects were also denied
disingenuously. The nuclear image with its logic of conscious disavowal,
including our reception, is historical:-Like a few of us, this imaginary real
has aged;its terror contained by forty years of disavowal. We grew up with
it, terrified; my very Catholic grandmother convinced me that every air-
plane sound signaled imminent death from Russian planes; duck and cover
in school encouraged fear of Soviet attack—the contradictory premise of
US defensive policy—the ultimate exemplar of a logic of creation/cancel-
lation. This is the repressed of catastrophe coverage, haunting its form and
our reception; this could be its content, and we are almost relieved when
it is not. (That the imaginary hold of this apocalyptic fear of the Soviet
Union is over is demonstrated by the recent governmental acknowledgment
that nuclear plants do have real and destructive effects on the human body.)

Along with television comedy, which distracted us by the “liberation” of
laughter, these two institutions of Cold War foreign and domestic contain-
ment determined the 5os and audience memories. The US imaginary ap-
pears to be arrested at that adolescent moment which refuses passage into
the symbolic and resists aging (with the necrophiliac resuscitation and sight-
ings of the real Elvis and the photographed nude Marilyn as rituals of this
arrested process); the Cold War generations of parents and children ad-
dressed by television are now well into middle and verging on old age. The
historical point marked a move away from the real which could destroy us,
into the imaginary, into simulation as positive, with offense figured by the
government as defense, the rhetorical disavowal (and lie) of safe nuclear
policy, with television rather than cinema as culture’s dominant “theoretical
object”—only recently recognized, albeit usually unstated, in the boom in
postmodernism. In fact, early stages of postmodernism can be glimpsed in
the pos selling of television, coincident with and party to the rapid expan-
sion of consumer markets, nuclear experiments, and the development of

| | | | } ) |
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nuclear rhetoric. Shopping in the new centers was sold to the populace as
one patriotic way of easing fear of “the bomb.” .

Unlike the claims of disaster studies, of Thom, and of Benjamin for
catastrophe, television is rarely a model of change but rather one of in-
cremental stasis, continuity, repetition; rather than wild heterogeneity, the
return of the same, often as the same, albeit on two hundred channels;
along with desire and pleasure, unpleasure, anxiety. Repeats and nnEmr.nu.
like the instant playback of sports, are games of mastery via a compulsive
yet voracious repetition. This is not without consequence and need not
result in condemnation. However, critical models predicated on change,
radical reception, or democratic pluralism (and theories which rely on re-
ferents/realism, cause-effect/either-or dualisms, along with detectable au-
thors and tangible objects) are limited in relation to television.

Television contains (and pleasures) us by contradictions, positing us in a
halfway house, a netherlangd between subject/object—half-subject, half-ob-
ject: rather than an “either/or” logic, one of “both/and” (the oxymorons
of “working mother” or “single parent,” “the middle-class poor”)—an in-
clusive logic of creation/cancellation in which mimicry and simulation are
stolid cornerstones rather than lofty embellishments. The cultural logic of
television imitates the “diphasic” quality of obsessional neuroses, what
Freud calls “the power of ambivalence”: “one action is cancelled out by a
second, so that it is as though neither action had taken place, whereas, in
reality, both have” (113; 119). Every week for seven years, in reality, Lucy,
the chorus girl/clown, complained that Ricky was preventing her from
becoming a star. For twenty-four minutes, she valiantly tried to escape
domesticity by getting a job in show business; after a tour-de-force per-
formance of physical comedy, in the inevitable reversal and failure of the
end, she resigned to stay happily at home serving big and little Ricky. The
ultimate “creation/cancellation”—the series' premise which was portrayed
in brilliant performances then denied weekly—was that Lucy was not star
material. For keeping her home and out of show business, Lucy throws a
pie in Ricky's face during his solo performance at the Tropicana; in the
twenty-second end, she says, “You were right all along, Ricky. Forgive me?”
Laughter. Applause. 23

To rephrase Freud: “an action which carries out a certain injunction is
immediately succeeded by another action which stops or undoes the first
one” (113). (Gracie Allen, to the contrary, takes Freud's “diphasic ambiva-
lence” literally, as she does the shaggy dog story; illogical cancellation and

reversal are the very stuff of story and comedy. However, after winning
the story, she loses, (oo, in the end, to other systems.) Paralleling the struc-
ture of the Janus-faced enunciation of jokes (but unlike Freud's jokes, which
are for men only, about women), TV addresses gendered subjects, often
both sexes at the same time; the effect, however, is “as if neither action
had taken place.” Thus, it is complexly easy, after arduous labor, to produce
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