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W ith the emergence of the Internet and the continuing growth in digital and interacty
media, the boundary between media producer and media audience is sometimes bf r
However, even in the digital environment, most of us spend far more time as audien
members—watching, reading, and listening to content created by others—than we doz
media producers. Understanding media audiences, and how they make meaning of g
various media products they consume, remains an essential task for media scholars.

For a long time, however, scholars and critics did not take media audiences very se
ously. Concern about the potentially manipulative nature of media led researchers to foc
on the messages themselves, which were subjected to rigorous scrutiny. Some research an
debate focused on the ways media messages “cause” specific behaviors. Do violent movit
make people use violence in their lives? Does heavy metal music cause listeners to comi
suicide? Does television viewing lead teenagers to have sex at early ages? Audiences, frol
this perspective, were the recipients of forms of external stimulus—a movie, song, or tél
vision program—that elicited an observable response.

Certainly, researchers who focused on media effects were asking significant question
Perhaps you can recall seeing a particularly violent movie or TV show that was so graph
that it made you wonder how it might affect other viewers. What the effects resear
highlighted, and what virtually all observers now accept, is that media messages matt
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They are not somehow separate from our “real” lives, picked up for fun and discarded
when we turn real world pursuits. On the contrary, media messages are central to our
everyday lives. This is, indeed, one of the basic premises of this book.

But there is a crucial difference between this position and one that focuses on the direct
effects of media on audiences. Often, the discussion of media effects ignores living, breath-
ing human beings. People exist only as receptacles for media messages, passive individuals
whose behaviors and attitudes are the result of a powerful external force: the media. The
jmplicit assumption is that, to understand the media’s effect on people, all we need to know
is what the messages say. Certainly, this image is a bit exaggerated. Few researchers would
now explicitly take this position. But it does point out the underlying problem of the effects
framework. By focusing on the effects of media, this perspective largely strips members of
the audience of any human agency.

In many respects, audience is a problematic term. It evokes the image of a mass of pas-
sive receivers ingesting their daily dose of media products. Not surprisingly, this is the
traditional media-industry image of audiences, who need do nothing except go to a movie,
listen to a song, or turn on the right channel. What audiences actually think or do is irrel-
evant as long as they show up.

For our purposes, however, this view of audiences is insufficient. We prefer to think of
audiences as active “readers” rather than passive recipients. We see the meaning of media
texts as something that these active audiences construct rather than something that is
delivered prefabricated by media producers. There are two good reasons for conceptual-
izing the audience in this way. First, it fits with our own experiences as media consumers
and as members of various audiences. Second, a large body of research demonstrates that
media audiences are active interpreters of media. Real people with lives, histories, and
social networks are the audiences—readers, viewers, listeners, fans, and players—for media
products. The notion of the active audience brings these real people into our model of
media and the social world. This chapter examines the ways audiences actively interpret
media, and explores new forms of activity that challenge the foundations of the idea that
media audiences are passive.

IHE ACTIVE AUDIENCE

A long line of media research has argued that mass media serve primarily to transmit the
ideas of the dominant groups in society to the population. In this view, people are indoctri-
nated by media in ways that are often so thorough that they do not even realize they are being
dominated. The idea that the audience is active arose in opposition to the notion of this kind
of all-encompassing ideological domination. It is driven by a kind of populism that views
people, not only media institutions, as wielders of power in their relationships with media
mess.ages. Proponents of the active audience theory argue that media cannot tell people what
to think or how to behave in any direct way because people are not nearly as stupid, gullible
or easy to dominate as the media indoctrination perspective would have us believe.' :

The notion of an active audience appeals to our belief in the intelligence and auton-
omy of individuals. The term is both a critique of cynicism about the power of media
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:Social Context of Interpretation

The second kind of audience activity grounds us firmly in daily life. Audiences are active
in the sense that they interpret media messages socially. That is, audiences do not simply
watch, read, or listen to a media text, develop independent interpretations of what it
means; and stick to them. On the contrary, media are part of our social lives, and we engage
with media in social settings. Sometimes we partake of media in groups; we go to the mov-
ies with a date, watch television with our family, or go to a concert with friends. Other times
our media use is initially an individual activity but later becomes part of our broader social
relationships. We talk with friends, roommates, or coworkers about the book we have just
finished, the songs we have recently downloaded, or the news article we have just read.
You might pass along a book, post an article on your Facebook page, retweet a link, or post
a comment on a blog in order to pursue the discussion further. Audiences can also bridge
the gap between watching television alone, while simultaneously using a “second screen” —
smartphone, tablet, or laptop—to discuss the program with others online. If you stop to
think about it, you might be surprised at how much of your everyday conversation is
related to media.

Many people even engage with media that focus on other media: Book and film reviews
in newspapers and magazines, blogs about new music, television programs that evaluate
news media, and websites that provide commentary on virtuaily every form of mass media
are all widely available. Twitter is full of real-time commentary about what's live on televi-
sion, and some new stations scroll a running stream of audience tweets across the bottom
of the screen. The cynic might say that this abundance of media commentary is all about
marketing; in a clever move, the media industry has created a whole sector of media that
is geared principally to selling other media. This is certainly part of the story, but it misses
the ways audiences use these media-about-media in the social act of interpreting and
evaluating media texts. In both kinds of activity—the ways audiences construct meaning
and the ways audiences engage with others as they interpret media texts—we can see that

audiences are far from passive.
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ses, “white” because they were upper-middle class or saw the Huxtable family’s suc-
_o an indication of the end of racism in the United States, providing evidence that black
" . can be just like white families. Black audiences expressed pride in the portrayal of
e sful black family on national television, and many were pleased to see such a
l'.lc.cesrepresentation of blacks. For black audiences, this positive image did not mean that
s_';‘sctables were “white,” nor did it signify the end of racial discrimination. In short,
jack and white audiences drew very different lessons about race relation§ from 'Thf Cosby
:,‘ ow. From the standpoint of the pro.du.cers of the program, hO\'Never, th.lS a.mb.lgulty was
s very beauty. It may be that Popularlty m‘a diverse society requires ambngunty; inthe cage
of Cosby. both blacks and whites could enjoy the program even though they interpreted it
 very different ways.
- perks (2012) found a similar dynamic among viewers of Chappelle’s Show. While a
diverse array of viewers found Chappelle’s Show funny and enjoyable to watch, audiences
from different racial backgrounds decoded the program differently. Describing her focus
‘group discussions with viewers, Perks notes that some viewers enjoyed Dave Chappelle’s
seruth telling” approach to comedy, but they defined the truth in more than one way: “the
voices of many African American participants indicated that the show presented a unique
and realistic African American perspective, whereas non-African American participants
‘commonly found the show’s stereotypes to be realistic” (p. 302). Differently located audi-
" ences may indeed be laughing for quite different reasons.

you can see how the ideas of an active audience and a polysemic text open up the mean-
ing of media. Does that mean that audiences are interpretive “free agents,” that they can
derive any meaning they want, or that the meaning of texts is limited only by the number
of audience members? There is a tendency in some branches of media studies to really
push the boundaries, arguing that ways of making meaning are so diverse that we cannot
fully understand them and that, in fact, audience members have the ultimate power in their
interactions with media because they can make the media texts mean whatever they like.
In this view, social structure is almost completely erased, and audiences are no longer
constrained at all. The texts themselves matter very little. They are not simply open; they
are wide open to be interpreted in a limitless number of ways.
This view replaces one oversimplified perspective (meaning is given) with an alternative
(meaning is entirely open) that suffers from the same basic flaw. In essence, this latter view
is all agency and no structure. In disputing the notion that media texts have any meaning
prior to their interpretation, this view makes the texts themselves irrelevant. And in arguing
that interpretations are virtually limitless, this position neglects the social context in which
we experience and interpret media, the often familiar conventions that media representa-
tions use, and the underlying patterns these interpretations have.

We are not simply “free” of constraints when we experience media; we do not live in some
electronic netherworld. We experience media as part of daily life, not separate from it, and
our lives unfold in specific social locations. Our ages, occupations, marital and parental
status, races, genders, neighborhoods, educational backgrounds, and the like help structure
our daily lives and our media experiences. Media texts are not a random hodgepodge; those
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isa profound one. A focus on the individual act of interpretation may be preferable to the
notion of a passive audience, but it tells us little about what media messages will mean to
. different audiences. It is tempting to believe that people are simply free to construct their
diences constructing meaning—and th o1, own interpretations because this radically individualist position assigns great power to
and the social locations that sha he ool ' : ach of us. However, research on audiences suggests that social position influences inter-
i Pe them. Who we are eretation. It acts as a central mediator of the interpretive process—not as a determinant of
Eﬂleaning but as a key provider of the resources we use to decode media messages.
Morley (1980) explores this terrain, paying particular attention to the role of social class.
€ easier to construct because they dra ; In his study of Nationwide, he makes use of Stuart Hall’s ([1973] 1980) “encoding-decoding”
W on widely shared model, a method that highlights both messages and their interpretations by audiences. One

| | most important concerns, and what kinds of i

|| | but neither do they have limitless meanings
Some meanings will b .

v .

| | C:igfz::lg' S:;ilof :Sls)umptlons about the way the world works. Oth
| | . alternative in for\;i : €cause they require substantial rethinkin g orerd of the key contributions of this model is the way it conceptualizes media—borrowing from
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with some diy e?r People interpret media in line with the cial 9;- the Internet, scan our Twitter feed, or pick up a fash'lon magazine, our ab'llmes to interpret
ergent reading. Preferred” reagine these media depend on our familiarity with the basic codes of each medium. (We saw this

in our discussion of photography in Chapter 4.) We know about beginnings and endings of
programs and articles, about the relationship between pictures and words, about the pres-
ence (or absence) of the author, about the difference between advertisements and the
articles or programs, about banner ads and pop-up windows, about retweets and news
feeds, and so on. Imagine what television viewing would be like if we did not understand

Our discussions with friends and famil
y about the i .
z;rgvlgei\g?:;‘;ei;hgth:lldlenCes im.jeed interpret me(jl‘;‘;e?: Ege?iem;:;: r:tetsl?ages pro the ad-program relationship. It would seem like a 'random ju'mble of images. Or what if we
consistently promote cpter 6. media products are often ideological in t‘he 3 € Same i had no idea al?out the code.s of superrparket tabloids? We might be shocked by 'the newest
most powerful whap, ; l?rtam messages over others. These ideological re r:ﬂse tt}at_ “revelations” instead of being gntertamed by them. .Thmk abc?t'xt wh.at The Daily Show or
meanings are no longe €y pervade the realm of “common sorscne l? thset"ta“on, The Colbert Report would look like to someone who is not familiar with the codes of “fake
negotiate the terrain ];getrweven eéntertained. This is an apparent contradiction aHCOmP i news.” Without some implicit knowledge about the codes. of satire and comedy, it is likely
texts? By poi nting to the rg;no;h:oiCﬂlVe audience and the ideo] ogical nature oi’ m‘;‘:y‘::_] ) tshat ;he nCeV\lzlc):omer :zo?ld be conysed by the way the audience laughs and Jon Stewart and
i . ed

forces of ideological constraint andzusttiri:flf:f: Severa}l class'l ¢ studies helped reconcile th telp\)/lefi?a n(:es:ltgz: afsou(;lr:\tvpc?nlgf(l)?;se;r sets of cultural codes about how the world works.
S Eyinithe interpretation of media. These codes build on assumptions that do not have to be articulated. In other words, the

meaning of media texts depends, to a great degree, on the taken for granted. News stories
about the president’s day do not have to explain why he is important, magazine images
assume certain definitions of beauty or success, and films and television programs draw
on layers of assumptions about relationships between men and women, parents and chil-
Y open to different interpretations, But e firen: t.he rich and the poor. Decpding, thgr}, is the process whereby audien.ces use their
? One answer is in the relationer] : e implicit knowledge of both medium-specific and broader cultural codes to interpret the
. . David Morley (1980) tack] Slitje of m.ean.mg- 0 meaning of a media text.
S10n “magazine” Program Nationwide f e}? this question in his The encoding-decoding model focuses on the relationship between the media message, as
i short, Morley analyzed it is constructed or “encoded” by a media producer, and the ways that message is interpreted

because such messagdes are at least partiall
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Gender, Class, and Television

onwide was, of course, only a start; the study raised some enduring
questions and provided tentative answers. Most important, it provided an example of audi-
ence research that was both cognizant of the interpretive activity of audiences and
grounded in the social world. Other researchers followed this fruitful path, examining the
ways different audiences interpreted similar media texts. Andrea Press's (1991) study.
Women Watching Television, is one of the well-known studies that have focused on the
relationship between social structure and audience interpretation. Press interviewed
middle-class and working-class women, focusing on their backgrounds, their attitudes
toward gender issues, and their television viewing histories and preferences.

Press suggests that middle-class women watch television differently from working-class
women in that they use a different set of criteria for evaluating programs and identifying

Morley’s study of Nati
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i terpreted television news coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots. The riots erupted after
lﬁe announcement of the not guilty verdict for the police officers who had severely beaten
'-glack motorist Rodney King in an incident that was captured on videotape and aired
repea:edly on television news. Hunt noted that attitudes about the riots differed dramati-

" cally by race. Much like the subsequent racial divide in views a.bout the O. J. Simpson
evision image , the murder trial, public opinion surveys showed that black and white Americans had very
s - different understandings of the roots, significance, and consequences of the events in Los

Angeles in April 1992.
In an effort to make sense of the relationship between media power and audience
howed a 17-minute news report from the first night of the riots to 15 groups
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racial differences in how viewers interpreted the news. Given the differences in attitudes
riots, it comes as no surprise that race was a significant factor here.
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o1 soclety. Middle- eif sense of what jt omen becayy Because Hunt (1997) “was interested in analyzing how the social locations of informants
may have influenced” (p. 172) their interpretation of the news coverage, he did more than

just take note of the racially stratified perspectives. He showed some of the ways that these
differences unfold as viewers actively make sense of television news. For example, Hunt
found that black viewers were much more likely than either Latino or white viewers to use
solidarity (we, us, our) or distance (they, them, their) pronouns in the group discussion. As
black viewers discussed the news coverage of the riots, they identified themselves and the
larger issues in racial terms, something that was absent in the white groups’ discussions
and far less common in the Latino discussions. In addition, the African American and
Latino groups were more visibly active than the white groups as they watched the news
segment. Whereas the Latino and especially the black groups talked, laughed, and were
generally animated during the screening of the news, the white groups were quiet and
motionless as they watched. The ongoing talk among the black viewers was not idle banter
but was full of commentary about the news and its credibility. In fact, Hunt found that the
black viewers “seemed predisposed to questioning many of the assumptions embedded”
(p. 143) in the news coverage, challenging both the accuracy of and the terminology used
piction of women's - : in the newscast. In contrast, Hunt argued that the white viewers were much more comfort-
€s 3 able with the way the newscast covered the events.

Drawing on Morley’s (1980) framework, Hunt (1997) argued that the viewers in his study
constructed “negotiated” readings of the news, with different groups bringing different
resources to their decoding. Black viewers were far more likely to decode the news in ways
that suggested an alternative or oppositional interpretation of the riots, whereas the white
and Latino viewers were likely to interpret the news in line with the text’s preferred mean-
ing. Hunt suggested that this racial difference in decoding media was, in large part, the
result of differences in social networks and the sense of group solidarity among the differ-
ent groups. In this particular case, the discursive resources associated with racial identity
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Of Women, just cific sets of cultural resources and located in specific social settings, actively inter-

ng anything e ; A

:\rrl:n?:;m;; %ﬁze;ally viev'v the Same}[/)rog rga nissebseizr:ssehtl;i ; VV;’:tSCtE of tin'ue. In aqgq; ?e:‘::edia products. Tt}e distribution of social and cultural power .remai'ns significant, f.or
an televi;iOn rc)y O not view them with the same attentiveness, | television togat ¢ sEructures the discursive re'sources at our (.:ommand., the context in which we use media,
ot mformsnognrams are connected to our engagement with ti'] N short, oy ine od the production of media texts. But this power is not .albsolute or u.ncontes'ted. The
- torelax, to find excitement to tun © Program. g ‘Ower to define social reality, of which the media are a part, is not something that is simply

eou ; g : : i ; : « ; »
family for a rare momemt t?e noises of the highy imposed on unwitting audiences. If media messages circulate versions of a “"dominant
Of togetherness, Thaas ; deology, these messages are only the raw materials of meaning; they require construction
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are subject to revision.

ersation gene
the sub generator. Because it and ) . : : o
UFEr Je;t of much small talk When we talk about televlsls SO Widely vieweq te It is clear that the relationship among media messages, audiences, and meaning is a
e 0 . . . . )
nds and families, we eéngage in a kind of collective 1on or other formg of complex one. We cannot treat the media as some simple vehicle for brainwashing people.
y has led many scholars to investigate the possibility that some audiences

interpretij 2 b
pretive act1V1ty - This realization
interpret media texts in an “oppositional” way or engage in a kind of interpretive “resis-

which we constr A
ies, son uct meanings fi isi 'EX ' - . . -
i i gs, blog posts, and so on After watching a parﬁcU?r Eeléwsmn Program fance.” Some critics argue that a political struggle is occurring at the level of individual
oy It’oogram. attending a provocative movie, or readin aal: Y interest; interpretation, thereby rescuing “the people” from a perception that they consent to cur-
seek out others to g a humorous series of rent social and political arrangements. In other words, audiences “resist” the imposition

ha . . . . . .
Y, eve seenlortiead the of preferred meanings, actively reinterpreting media messages in contrary, even subver-
sive, ways.
These claims of interpretive resistance employ an image of audiences as “semiological
guerillas,” fighting a daily war against the symbolic power of the media industry (Carragee
1990). Rather than small arms and sneak attacks, the weapons these guerillas use are their

n. Men either do not ¢
in . alk with fr e
thigst;: admit that they engage in a behavior they definltser;s:lsfab(?u.t television or are yy own interpretive skills, which they deploy against the purveyors of ideological conformity.
as real consequences: eminine. Morley Suggest: " The war is waged each day in small, virtually invisible ways in the very act of reading the

newspaper or going to the movies. However, with its focus on the almost unlimited agency
of audiences, the resistance thesis has a tendency to be far too casual in its dismissal of

311:\?%1(;1, tShUeb:;]:esnt social processes of dlscussic(:r:n 22;01::1’1‘;;;/::1“1 viewing | social structure.

mean that their co :;:Ch gfeater reluc.tance to talk about (part of) th:ir Vo.f s Instead of simply assuming th.at media audie‘n.ces consistently beh:ave as syrgbohc resis-

that of their wi mption of television material is of a quite diff lex'vmg\ ! tance fighters, we need to examine more specifically the ways part'lc.:ular audlen.ces pro-
ves. (p. 158) 1Herent kind from duce from media texts meanings that can be characterized as oppositional. Theorists have

argued that individuals resist the definitional power of authorities by reinterpreting media
messages, but research has demonstrated neither the process by which such interpreta-
tions become oppositional nor the conditions under which such resistance occurs. Instead,
and others have adopted the term inge 3 the argument for the possibilities of resistance is largely the result of faith in the power of

gl citizens to think and behave as active subjects rather than passive objects of history. Such
faith and optimism, while admirable political qualities, do not adequately explain the rela-
tionship between active audiences and a powerful culture industry, nor do they provide the

apparently omninres b’ remember that the meani
ent Ings peopl . . o . .
R thepworld r;ledla .prOdUCtS are connected to eXperiencegs alild 506 "l‘ak : basis for understanding the possibilities for and conditions conducive to actual resistance.
understood in the conte )(:t r?edla Media are, in €ssence, part of our lives an;la .7 If audiences do engage in interpretive resistance by constructing oppositional meanings
ofthe relationshi MU from media products, we should be able to look at specific examples of these practices.

Indeed, several important cases touch on these issues; as we have seen, Morley’s (1980)
study of Nationwide and Radway'’s (1991) study of romance readers certainly suggest that
audiences have the capacity to produce meanings that are at least partially oppositional.
Hunt (1997) concluded his study of news about the Los Angeles riots by suggesting that
viewer opposition to the assumptions embedded in the news can be seen “either as consti-
tuting meaningful acts of resistance in their own right, or contributing to a consciousness
necessary for meaningful social action at some later point in time” (p. 162).
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omen as the property of men; an insurance ad, for example, suggested that wives were
. sessionS," and a news article identified a female politician simply by citing her hus-
O;-s name. Other themes included images that dismissed feminism, advertising that
' oited women’s bodies, images that implied that women enjoy sexual vio-

) étantly exPl =P .
nce, and items that trivialized women'’s accomplishments. One of the more popular
[ )

Yes Men duo a message than orj inall sy
jamming.” Adrt;i idbwtws Magazine are probably the I’?’lostv}; llrl‘tended by the pp, ms—submitted to Ms. by more than 40 people—was a 1977 quote from a prominent U.S.
mimicki ers (adbusters org) engages with th ? “known e ‘ eneral that appeared in Parade magazine; it criticized women for entering West
Ng mainstream brands) and uncommercials (: Zreatlon Of “Subvery : r-{nilbgecause this deprived men of their positions.
ubv m Doin
= ' kely either gasped in outrage or had a good laugh, or perhaps both, when

Isive TV and radig ¢ p 4 Ms. readers li
' hey read the items in “No Comment.” But what does this have to do with resistance?
creiner (1988) argues that the point of “No Comment” was precisely for the community of
ts around Ms. to collectively resist media messages that reinforced a sexist image of
the world. The items were put on display in “No Comment” and decoded in ways that
. opposed their dominant meaning precisely so that the traditional definitions of what it
gscholar (Strauss 2011) suggests that ¢ means to be a woman could be resisted by Ms. readers.

the 3 " No doubt, in this case, those who submitted the items were interpreting the messages
in ways contrary to their intended meanings. And as Ms. is a feminist publication, it is likely
5 that readers of “No Comment” drew on a set of cultural tools that would lead to a widely
shared oppositional reading of the images as “sexist.” Readers may give themselves a pat
on the back for their critical interpretive skills and wink knowingly at others who read such

gment invokes th 1
€ power of indijyj .
dividual ang coll exts in opposition. But does exposing images as sexist provide a means for readers to actu-

eminis

Th(la Yes Men” movie’s fina] se
action and eéncourages the w.

tcher to d
the world, poin i a 0 do as the Yes M - A
) n €n T8 . . .
able motivztor tflt out to others, and work to remedy it. In t:io. lden.nfy Injusti . ally “resist” the culture and society they define as sexist?
or students wh y S Way, it can be, There is good reason to see this action as more than just “oppositional decoding” of

0 m.ay have become Jaded or fee] i i i i i i in “
t_1ce In society. Perhaps just as im Powerles ‘media images and to dgfme the p1.1b11c presen.tatlon of these mterpretatlo.ns in “No Com-
Instructor by rejuvenating the belip?rtanuy_ 1 . ment” as a Kind of r.e51stance.. Wh}le such regstance may not changg socna}l structure.s, it
. can makely positiveei that olu r helps create a feminist group identity. Collectlve.refusal .to accept traditional interpretations

mpact on of femininity gives strength to such an oppositional identity, with real potential conse-

quences. In this case, when mass media images of women were read in oppositional ways
by the feminist community, the decodings helped solidify a feminist identity opposing the
traditional norms and roles that are the underpinnings of the media images being exposed.
ceur, When.people read media m essages in ; These decodings were not, however, solitary acts of interpretation; they were both public
cal meaning, articulating a kind of ref; Ways that Opposi " and collective. When readers submitted items to the “No Comment” section as a way of
i retusal to accept don sharing their oppositional decodings with like-minded feminists, they helped build a shared

- , audiences resist the :

that s Imposition of ;

the “Ntzrglolmn rlrjl 223??;255:2‘;‘? to .tlTe preferred meaﬁi;:?t?ﬂt‘;dsig:i:u“ New re: meaning system that could serve as a basis for social solidarity wit'hin the feminist com-

tional decoding i the original Ms magazine provides a good example of ¢ ~ munity. In so doing, they drew.c?n and helped reproduc.e a fe.mlmst dlscoqrsje that.served as

in 1972 and subsequent] rmmumty of readers. Ms. was a glossy feminist mo P ﬂflo [ ~ akey refsou.rc.e for §uch oppo§1uonal readings. If there is remstgr.lce here, it 1§ not just at the

It published “No Corm Y reincarnated as an advertisin g-free, less slick bi It }f'f oul level of individual interpretation. We need to locate the oppositional decodings in the con-
me ‘ X bimonthly i text of a feminist community that provided the cultural resources for such interpretations

and served as a site where meaning making became a more explicitly political act.
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stream media and * Ms. could identify i
ism. One common fy mt‘fges from 1 Other feminist scholars have explored the ways women respond to and resist media images.
set of images depil . Inherdiscussion of the relationship between media images of dancing and the activity itself,
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nline or in front of the television because these activities are enjoyable or relax-
i edia world is, in large part, a world of entertainment, offering us a wide range of
- how to entertain ourselves. We spend a large portion of our lives having fun and
i foll;a,asure from the media. But making a rigid distinction between entertainment
& nglP entertainment”) and the serious stuff that “really matters” would be a mistake.
‘3 ond};o take fun seriously and explore what it is that makes media a source of pleasure.
s nog 1 dom :deia scholars historically have tended to be .suspicious of thfe pleasurgs of media. On
©quir th hand media research through the 1970s paid almost exclusive attention to “serious”
:ns of ;'nedia, particularly news. On the other hand, pleasure itself was seen as the prob-

one s own 0 yal“ ISan E:(plESSlC“ 0 sexu lt) IS rea 1

Pretation of female g .
; exuality by asserti .
of men. The girls drey on their};wneer;g:;gra Sexual identity that g,

in w, ie ey
T;}:a:latf Supported their own identities ::: of dancing in Clubs to rejps,
© 1ans of perform fong, inde an
€rs suc Pendent, . .
h as Madonna ang i . Media entertained people as a means of distracting them from the more important
g;as in life. After all, how can people challenge the social order if they are busy each
dl

evening watching American Idol or updating their Facebook pages?
' nstead of dismissing fun or assuming that it makes people content with the status quo,

more recent work has examined the specific sources of media pleasure and the conditions
under which people derive fun from media. Feminists, in particular, have focused their
attention on the realm of pleasure, arguing that the pleasures associated with mass media
éan pe liberating for women (Walters 1995). Feminist media scholar len Ang, in a now clas-
sic study of Dallas (1985), points to fantasy as the key to explaining the pleasures of media,
noting that fantasy allows us to imagine that we are different, that social problems can be
" colved, or that we can live in a utopia. The meanings of such media pleasures cannot be
perceived simply by analyzing a media text; media audiences can incorporate media into
dentity that €mbodies 5 complex fantasies tha.t can make Qally life much more en]oyable: .
. We began to see this in Radway’s (1991) romance novel study, in which the pleasures of
the act of reading are taken seriously. The enjoyment that the romances provide and the
reasons for seeking such pleasure are connected to the social position of the women read-
ers. Romance novels are enjoyable because reading provides a free space and vicarious
fulfillment of the women'’s romantic fantasies. Indeed, Radway suggests that such mass-
mediated pleasures may obviate any need to change the social world. Even so, some
women use romance reading as a means of asserting their right to pleasure in a social situ-

C0-0 te .
pted a rebellioys youth Culture, developi
ation where pleasure is routinely neglected.
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The world of entertainment celebrity is also connected to questions of pleasure. Who are
these famous people, where do they come from, and why are they worthy of our attention?
If we look around at contemporary American society, there can be little doubt that these
are important questions. How can we explain the national (and international) fascination
with the personal lives of the Kardashian sisters, Paris Hilton, or Lindsay Lohan? Why do
so many of us pay attention to the details of the lives of actors, musicians, and other media
personalities, keeping up with their relationships, weight changes, and hairstyles? What
keeps audiences watching ABC's Dancing With the Stars where a minor celebrity is paired
with a professional dancer, or CBS's I Get That a Lot, in which celebrities hide their identi-
ties and pull pranks on ordinary Americans, all for a good laugh?
Serious scholars might be inclined to dismiss the celebrity world as meaningless trivia
or, worse yet, to sound an alarm about the dangerous distraction that captivates the
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at mass-mediated pleasure can come from a recognition by audiences of

We s€€ th
| nature, which makes them perfect sites for fun and games.

J ..edia’s_ trivia

re and Resistance

e seen that audiences derive pleasure from their use of various forms of mass
s there a relationship between the interpretive activity of audiences and their
The research in this area has produced a healthy debate but certainly no con-
he matter. Here we return to the notion of the active audience, which is a
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nces essentiall

faf:e value, and focus on theijr great gif y believe what they see, take th sensus on t ' . ]
ation and enjoy the challen A S or talents. Others see celebri € cele ' requirement for the mediated pleasures we have been discussing. The pleasure of media
“fictions.” Other audiencesgar: S;emg behind the images unmas?;asa yse COmes precisely from interpretive engagement with media texts; media are fun
emb what Gamson ¢ ng i s : . . X

race the reality of celebrity nor see it as simple :lr]tsfthe game players,» pecause we actively participate in the making of meaning, not because we simply turn off

ific brains.
our

toward the celebrity world,

This playfulness revolves aro
some, the fun of celebrity come
whether celebrities are authe
f:ieserve their fame or not. The
information about celebrity liv
ment is irrelevant; friends ca

Even if we accept the argument that it is interpretive activity itself that is a source of
pleasure, we still need to ask whether all interpretations are equally enjoyable. Does it mat-
ter whether we accept the “preferred” meaning or “resist” it? Do both kinds of interpretive
strategies result in our having fun? In his study of television, John Fiske (1987) argues that
the act of interpretive resistance itself produces pleasure. In this view, the fun of media use
and the “popularity” of popular culture are the result of assertions of independence by
audiences; the media allow audiences a kind of freedom to understand the world on their
own terms. Resistance is fun, we might say, because it empowers those who do not wield
power in their daily lives.
in this world of o While this “pleasure of resistance” view is a provocative hypothemg, we in fact know

ges very little about how widespread such pleasurable resistance actually is. The studies we

have identified in this chapter certainly suggest that pleasure and resistance are not neces-
sarily connected. Media use can be fun in situations where audiences are not resisting
dominant meanings. Some critics argue that it requires more work to produce oppositional
h performance or ey interpretations (Condit 1?89). Such inter'pfetations.may be a source of great pleasure
h Pt pleasure comes with th : because of the hard work involved, but this interpretive work may be an obstacle.that V\{lll
€ search for additional information—wh' © e y prevent many audience members from making oppositional meanings. Interpretive resis-
ichthe celCHg tance may be fun, but it may also be comparatively rare. Still, the digital media landscape

may offer new ways for audiences to enjoy the pleasures of resistance, extending beyond
playing audiences know making oppositional interpretations (Ott 2004). It. can be amusing to e_xpress or}e's res'is-
! | tance by creating media that makes fun of or criticizes popular media texts—including

f the celebrities themselyes everything from writing television reviews on a blog and posting comments on (?elebrity
i websites to reversioning film scenes by adding a humorous voiceover and making your
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players scrutinize celebr

own music mashup.
We do know that media can be fun, that audiences are active, and that meanings can be

celebrities—contra ying celebrity watchers don’t reall
50 deeply—that m ;Keto t:e Stereotypical image of the fan who cafesC e e variable. If the social positions of audiences and a corresponding set of cultural tools help
have 1o power of Sk the games possible and enjoyable, . . [Celebr'sc') mU_Ch and explain the patterns of interpretation, they may also help clarify the nature of mass-mediated
would be dampenedywlr?d over audiences. If they did, the “fr;aedom" ltlfes}]l el pleasure. Media can be fun because reading or watching offers a space away from the
not m at matters to celebrity-watchj 5 ol the games demands of daily life. Feminist media theorists have argued that this is a particularly signifi-
atter. (p. 184) ching play is that celebrities d
SC8 cant issue for women, whose social roles give them little space. Pleasure can come from

entrance into a world of fantasy; here, again, social position shapes the Kinds of fantasy
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50 come from asserting autonomy o g« o C1C SNEage with fantagy ;
Y In the face of conformity ang ; Y images Third, some fans become activists, participating in collective action aimed at promoting,

ing, or changing a particular media form or text. Fans are typically passionate about their
e eryl media, and they are often connected through shared participation in fan communi-
c_'hoSAs a result, fans are often already organized and are ready to mobilize in the face of a
n::'ceived injustice. Fans have organized campaigns to save television programs slated for
Sancellation, including an unsuccessful 1999 fan effort to continue the 35-year run of the
' daytime soap opera Another World (Scardaville 2005) and the 2012 campaign that brought

ofa particyjay
genre, text, or au € consist.
it i » thor S of tho
th1v1txe§ and experiences of a WldeOVer the past two decades Schosle Who iq n ' the NBC comedy Community back for another season. Fans of Nickelodeon’s cartoon Avatar:
: e;/elopu?g 4 specialized subfield with range of megis fans—tph Pra a’f S have IThe Last Airbender organized a 2009 campaign demanding that the film adaptation include
n Hamngton 2007 In media scholarship of ctices of Asian actors. While these fan-activists failed, and the film was made with white actors, the

campaign continued as an ongoing effort to promote the casting of Asian Americans and
ular sterg, ty other underrepresented groups in Hollywood f.llms (Lopfez 201 1 ). Sometimes fans participate

Pe of th, in activist efforts that have no specific connection to their media interests; for example, Lady
Gaga has mobilized her fan community in support of marriage equality for gay and lesbian
couples. Fan activism has grown more common in recent years, and much of it is not con-
nected to broader efforts promoting political change (Earl and Kimport 2009), but mobilized
fans employ a wide range of activist tactics and offer an interesting example of activism
rooted in the experiences and preferences of consumers, rather than citizens.

Fourth, fans have long been producers of their own media, and these often serve as valu-
able resources for building and maintaining connections within fan communities. In the
tion aboyt 4 televisio predigital era, fans produced and distributed their own, often photocopied, publf'cations—

M prog, dubbed fanzines, or just zines—that were full of fan commentary about a specific media
form. Many of the most popular zines focused on music, with a rich variety of early zines
ge asan interpretiye resoy S I focused on punk rock in the 1970s and 1980s. Fans of Star Trek, one of the first organized

"€, helping ¢y fan communities, were pioneers in the development of fan fiction—stories written by fans

that extended the story lines of the television programs, often imagining new experiences
and challenges for the major characters. Fan fiction has become increasingly popular in the
digital age, with online platforms making it easier to produce and distribute fan-authored
ir media intereg stories. T.hfe website fanfiction.net arc.hives fan fictior.l associated V\.lith f'mime: movies, com-
rOgramsS 3 , ics, television shows, and other medlall, with a vast library of stories, including more tr}an

» drtis| - 300,000 stories about the Japanese anime series Naruto and more than 96,000 Glee stories.

mterpretatlons of the media evelopments
:ggg:fzoﬁ ?m online dlscusstf:rfsfst?r:: ’:nfzu; ities offer 4 vanaer:; c!))l? \li\llglyr;gfc():f lflec't Fan-prodgced media typically circulate within. fan f:ommunitifes, offer.ing dedicated fan§ an
whose fan;] :rrglt:zs l;or €Xample, Lost was on eag?l::ok Pages to fan newsloel r:” o;.)p;lor.tur.llltyl to. express dttflemselves, hone their skills, and build media-based connections
a Facebo any popular ¢ o } with similarly interested fans.
(‘)’r’]‘“;};edircogra.m and links tgkolz:gre ?o:: z‘;‘; Kk with ea.u:h ot?reratot:;ex:lg:rs;off ¢ Fans are certainly'active. audiences. While thg intensity of their activity.may excc.ae.d that
Lives for UShSIOI'l forums dedicateq to each of t: d we.bsnes. SoapOperaFan.com "\ of mo're' casual .medla audiences, they _e.ngage in the same forms of aufilence aCtlYlty. As
female fanr: as more than 150,000 posts. Th € major daytime soaps; the Days ofgs new digital media expaer the opportunities for audlfences to'produce thfelr gwn media, fans
Ware In 1999, Includes 3 detailed t € Star Warg Chicks website, cr. 1 are among the most avid creators of amateur media. In this context, it will be helpful to
games, electronic Sreeti imeline of the sta, Wars Uni A consider briefly how audience experiences are changing with the continuing growth of
can attend "8 cards, and Plenty of fan ficy; niverse, various Star user-generated media

From Audience to User

We have seen the diverse forms of audience activity, emphasizing how the active audience
challenges long-standing assumptions about passive media consumption. At the same time,

many fans, so
. Some
Mmedia fan experience. Taction with other fans is the ¢
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