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Media Criticism Modalities Arthur Asa Berger

Abstract

This paper uses metaphor to expatiate the subjects, methods and effects of media criti-
cism. “The fantastic ten” are especially recommended by the author as research methods
of media criticism, including Semiotic Theory, Aesthetic Theory, Psychoanalytic Theory,
Sociological Theory, Political Theory, Anthropological Theory, Literary Theory, Philo-
sophical Thought, Historical Perspectives, Comparative Perspectives and Statistical Meth-
ods. The author holds a viewpoint that professional media criticism should be boundless,

and it’s an interesting area worth deeper research and discussion.

Key words: media criticism electro-hermits  electro-social-butterflies  the fantastic ten
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It’s at the extremes that things are most interesting for cultural critics. In trying to un-

Brief Introductions of Authors: Arthur Asa Berger, Professor Emeritus, Broadcast & Electronic

Communication Arts, San Francisco State University, USA.



Media Criticism Modalities

derstand the evolution of media studies and the problems media critics face, let me suggest
that we now have two rather extreme types of media consumers to deal with in contemporary
societies—what I call “electro-hermits” and “e¢lectro-social-butterflies” . If you exa-mine
great novels, films, plays, television shows, comic books and other fictional texts, you
will find that authors are not terribly interested in people in the center. Leading lives, as
Thoreau suggested, “of quiet desperation” people whose lives are “minor events in the on-

going universe” to quote the late senator William Fulbright.

The Evolution of Media Studies

In dealing with the development of media criticism in recent years, we can see a consi-
derable change in media departments from professors who got their advanced degrees in vari-
ous disciplines such as psychology or sociology or literature and were interested in media and
taught courses on it from time to time to those who get advanced degrees in communication
and focus all their attention on media and popular culture. Communication departmenfs are
relatively late arrivals on the academic scene, and many scholars in “traditional” disciplines
feel they don’t belong in universities. Media scholars often are treated like “second-class”
citizens by scholars in traditional disciplines, such as history, literature and sociology.

I would describe these two camps of media scholars as containing amateurs (and the
“love” or “affective” aspect must be considered here) and professionals. In some depart-
ments, men and women who have had important careers in the media are hired as profes-
sors, but [ will not be considering them since this is not the dominant way to find professors
to teach courses in the media. There is, I might add, some question in my mind about what
is the best way to prepare scholars to deal with the media. I speak, let me confess, as an

amateur with a doctorate in American Studies, a field where scholars learn many “little”

things.
Amateurs Professionals
Various disciplines Ph. D. in communications
Apply to media Apply to other areas; politics, etc.
Fresh ideas Prisoners of their Ph. D. seminars
Know many kittle things Know one big thing

Foxes hedgehogs (Isaiah Berlin)
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The media criticism “ Amateurs” are what the philosopher Isaiah Berlin called “fo-
xes” , who know many little things. While the media criticism “professionals” are closer to
what he called “hedgehogs” creatures that know “one big thing” having studied commu-
nication at a graduate school.

There is another polarity of importance related to the increased professionalization of
media criticism, and that involves the matter of data and statistics and how one does media
criticism. Let me propose two more extreme “archelypes” or ideal-types, as Max Weber
would put it, to deal with this polarity; data-man and data-free man. Amateurs and Profes-
sionals can be either, though I would imagine that professionals tend to be Data-man
types. . . or perhaps data-obsessed-man and woman types. In recent years, the development

of cultural criticism which spread from the University of Birmingham in England has given

data-free scholars a big psychological boost.

Data-man Data-free man

Information Interpretation

The mean The meaning

N = Infinity N=1

Quantilative Qualitative

Ingenuity in design Ingenuity in analysis

Focus on audiences Focus on art work (texts)
Statistics Concepts from varicus disciplines
Quantifiable subjects Subjects useful for theorizing
Certainty but triviality Uncertainty but significance
Getting data a problem Getting ideas a problem
American pragmatic tradition European philosophical tradition
Mass communications Media criticism

Counts all the grains of sand in the universe ~ Sees the universe in a grain of sand

The best of both worlds, I would suggest, involves being able to be both when data is
important. I think we must consider how, when we train media critics, to find ways of

enabling them to do both when doing research and teaching.

Round Up the Usual Disciplines or “the Fantastic Ten”

Let me suggest some of the approaches and disciplines that we might use in studying
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the media and doing media criticism. What follows is a chart based on an article 1 wrote for
The Journal of Communication in the early 1970s. [ did not know, at the time, that | would
spend the next forty years, writing books and articles based on the items on this list.

Semiotic Theory, which deals with signs and how we find meaning in phenomena such
as films, songs, fashions, and so on.

Aesthetic Theory, which deals with how lighting, color, cutting, sound, music,
camera shots and related matters generate ideas, feelings and emotions in audiences.

Psychoanalytic Theory, which deals with unconscious elements in our thinking and be-
havior.

Sociological Theory, which deals with institutions and groups and matters such as
race, gender, religion and class.

Political Theory, which concerns itself with power, control, and resistance in groups
and societies.

Anthropological Theory, which focuses on culture and the enculturation process by
which people are taught to fit into their cultures.

Literary Theory, which investigates how literary works (of all kinds) generate their
effects, the various artistic devices writers use, and the role that “readers” play.

Philosophical Thought, which concerns itself with matters such as how we know about
the world, the status of knowledge, ethical issue, and principles of reasoning and logic.

Historical Perspectives, which study change over time—what happened, how it hap-
pened, and why it happened.

Comparative Perspectives, which deal with how a given text (such as the TV show
Dallas) or other phenomena are perceived and the role that the text plays in different socie-
ties and cultures when considering media.

Statistical Methods, which deal with quantifiable aspects of topics of interest to
us. Even if we're data-free, by inclination, we can often make use of statistical data in our
research and writing,

The problem we face in teaching media criticism is in applying the different theories
and techniques of analysis to texts and other aspects of media that are of interest to
us. Between the theories and techniques we use and the application of these theories and
techniques “falls the shadow” .

One of the main difficulties I found when I taught media criticism was that my students
could learn concepts and theories from semiotics and sociological theory and psychoanalytic

theory but had no idea how to apply them. To deal with that problem I developed a number
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of learning and games and exercises ( generally played in groups of three or four students in
class) that forced them to apply theories to texts and other related topics. This kind of
teaching is now called “collaborative” learning,

Another problem media critics face can be called the “Rashomon” problem: who is
right when you have different interpretations of a text or of the role of media in society or
some other topic related to media, society and culture. What do you do when *“experts”
disagree which is often the case? The film Rashomon created a sensation in 1951 when it

was shown, for it raised the question of whether we can ever know reality.

electro-hermits

Two Important “Ideal Type” Tragic Figures
and electro-social-butterflies

I return now to the characters I mentioned earlier and with a discussion of tendencies in
media usage of which all media critics must be mindful—agoraphobic media hermits and
their opposites, what I call electro-social-butterflies, who are so involved with chasing
around, continually being in motion, and with making “the scene” that they don’t focus
on anything and often become slackers and misfits. When they are children, they possibly
were highly “programmed” by their parents.

There are a considerable number of young people in Japan, called “hikikomori”,
who are, literally speaking, hermits—they never go out of their houses or apartments and
spend all their time cruising on the Internet, listening to music on their MP3 devices or
high fidelity music players, playing video games, watching television, and involved with
other electronic gizmos of one kind or another. They have a kind of virtual existence.

The other extreme is the electro-social-butterfly, continually talking on their cell
phones, sending text messages without end, partying whenever they can, obsessed with
“making the scene” , but also heavily involved with media, of one kind or another.

One of the tasks media critics face involves finding ways to make the center hold, to
prevent either of these extreme types of media consumers from developing, to find ways to
control the tendency of electronic media of all kinds, and especially the internet, from de-
vouring young people (and in some cases older ones as well) , from becoming media addicts,
and this can be done, in part, by teaching young people how to understand the media and
how to resist the mass-mediated sirens who seek to lure us to our destruction—by which I

mean their complete absorption in the media our neglect of their social responsibilities.
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Tying to Make Sense of Shifting Media

Another important task media critics face involves dealing with the rapid changes in the
media that are affecting old media and new users. The ground is shifting beneath us and as 1
write the new Web. 2. 0 electronic media are having a powerful, perhaps the best term is
“devastating”, impact on the old media—newspapers, hooks, publishing in general,
film, television, and music, to name a few of the industries being affected. Do we have a
“democratization” of media or have media anarchy? Are we losing something when local
bookstores go out of business, replaced by Amazon. com and when newspapers, with sea-
soned and professional reporters and editors, are replaced by bloggers? As media critics and
media scholars, how do we deal with rapid changes going on in the media and the impact of
these changes on individuals and societies?

Related to this is the matter of finding a way to design a curriculum that can deal with
changes in the media and that has a proper balance between theory courses and studio cour-
ses. Both are needed, I would suggest, because if students never use cameras or other de-
vices and don’t have any experience with creating mediated texts, then what they learn be-
comes too abstract and seems unrelated to reality. Just as we need to teach students to apply
theories to the media and to specific texts, we also need to teach them how to use media
making devices and to consider matters like aesthetic and ethical problems related to the
power of media.

I would conclude by suggesting that media criticism is one of the most important and

most exciting areas in which scholars can work. There’s always something new happening of

interest to media critics—almost daily, it seems. We all recognize the centrality of media in
our lives and in our societies, but how we analyze and interpret the impact of this media,
as it shapes and shakes up our societies and cultures, and how we teach young people to
study it and deal with it, is a matter of crucial importance. Thus, a conference such as the
one in Zhuhai is a truly significant event for media scholars in China for it recognizes the
power of media and it provides scholars with an opportunity to network and exchange ideas.
It also gives them confidence that their work in media criticism is of great value since we all
live now in media saturated societies. It was a great honor for me to participate in this confer-

ence which I believe will have great importance for the development of media criticism, in

every sense of the word, in China.



