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On Reading a Video Text

By Robert Scholes

This essay was originally published in

The moments of surrender proposed to us by video texts  Protocols of Reading, Yale University Press,

come in many forms, but all involve a complex dynamic of
power and pleasure. We are, for instance, offeredakind | £or Peimiscion To Be-se or Duplicate

of power through the enhancement of our vision. Close- - o T

ups position us where we could never stand. Slow motion

allows us an extraordinary penetration into the mechanics of movement, and, combined with music; lends
a balletic grace to ordinary forms of locomotion. Filters and other devices cause us to see the world
through jaundiced or rose-colored optics, coloring events with emotion more effectively than verbal
pathetic fallacy and tess obtrusively, These derangements of normal visual processing can be seen as
either constraints or extensions of visual power that is, as power over the viewer or as extensions of the
viewer's own optical power, or both, Either way they offer us what is perhaps the greatest single virtue of
art: change from the normal, a defense against the ever-present threat of boredom. Video texts, like all
except the most utilitarian forms of textuality, are constructed upon a base of boredom, from which they

promise us relief.,

1989. Reprinted with permission.

Visual fascination and | have mentioned only a few of its obvious forms is just one of the matrices of
power and pleasure that are organized by video texts, Others include narrativity and what | should like to
call, at least tentatively, cultural reinforcement. By narrativity, of course, [ mean the pleasures and
powers associated with the reception of stories presented in video texts. By cultural reinforcement, i
mean the process through which video texts confirm viewers in their ideological positions and reassure
them as to their membership in a collective cultural body. This function, which operates in the ethical-
political realm, is an extremely important element of video textuality and, indeed, an extremely important
dimension of all the mass media. This is a function performed throughout much of human history by
literature and the other arts, but now, as the arts have become more estranged from their own culture




and even opposed to it, the mass media have come to perform this role. What the epic poem did for
ancient cultures, the romance for feudalism, and the novel for hourgeois society, the media and
especially television now do for the commodified, bureaucratized world that is our present environment,

It is time, now, to look at these processes as they operate in some specific texts. Let us begin with a well-
known Budweiser commercial, which tells most frequently in a format of twenty-eight seconds, though a
fonger version also exists the life story of a black man pursuing a career as a haseball umpire, In this brief
period of time, we are given enough information to construct an entire life story provided we have the
cultural knowledge upon which -this construction depends. The story we construct is that of a young man
from the provinces, who gets his "big break," his chance to make it in the big city, torise to the top of his
profession. We see him working hard in the small-time, small-town atmosphere of the minor leagues,
where the pace of events is slower and more relaxed than itis "at the top." He gets his chance for success
the voice-over narrator says, "In the minors you got to make all the calls, and then one day you get the
call” after which we see him face his first real test. He must call an important and "close” play correctly
and then withstand the pressure of dispute, neither giving ground by changing his mind {which would be
fatal) nor reacting too vigorously to the challenge of his call by an offended manager. His passing of this
test and being accepted is presented through a later scene in a bar, in which the manager who had staged
the protest "toasts" the umpire with a bottle of Budweiser beer, with a chorus in the background singing,
"You keep America working. This Bud's for you.” From this scene we conclude that the ump has now
"made it" and will live happily ever after, From a few scenes, then, aided by the voice-over narration and a
music track, we construct an entire life,

How do we do this? We draw upon a storehouse of cultural information that extends from fairy tales and
other basic narrative structures to knowledge about the game and business of baseball.

In processing a narrative text we actually construct the story, bringing a vast repertory of cultural
knowledge to bear upon the text that we are contemplating. Our pleasure in the narrative is to some
extent a constructive pleasure, based upon the sense of accomplishment we achieve by successfully
completing this task. By "getting" the story, we prove our competence and demonstrate our membership
in a cuttural community. And what is the story that we "get?" It is the myth of America itself, of the racial
melting pot, of upward mobility, of justice done without fear or favor. The corporate structure of baseball,
with minor leagues offering a path for the talented to the celebrity and financial rewards of the majors,
embodies values that we all possess, we Americans, as one of the deepest parts of our cultural heritage or
ideology. It is, of course, on the playing field that talent triumphs most easily over racial or social barriers,
Every year in baseball new faces arrive. Young men, having proved themselves in the minors, get their
chance to perform at the highest level. Yale graduates and high-school dropouts who speak little or no
English are judged equally by how well they hit, run, throw, and react to game situations. If basehall is stili
the national pastime, it is because in it our cherished myths materialize or appear to materialize.

The commercial we are considering is especially interesting because it shows us a black man competing
not with his body but with his mind, his judgment and his emotions, in a cruelly testing pu blic arena,
Americans who attend to sports are aware that black athletes are just beginning to find acceptance at
certain “leadership" positions, such as quarterback in professional football, and that there is still an active
scandal over the slender representation of blacks at basebal!'s managerial and corporate levels. The case
of the black umpire reminds viewers of these problems, even as it suggests that here, too, talent will
finally prevail. The system works, America works, We can take pride in this, The narrative reduces its
story to the absolutely bare essentials, making a careet turn, or seem to turn,on a single decision. The
ump must make a close cal!, which will be fiercely contested by a manager who is deliberately testing him.
This is a story of initiation, in that respect, an ordeal that the ump must meet successfully. The text
ensures that we know this is a test, by showing us the manager plotting in his dugout, and it gives us a




manager with one of those baseball faces (Irish? German?) that have the history of the game written on
them, This is not just partisan versus impartial judge, it is old man against youth, and white against black.
We root for the umpire because we want the system to work not just baseball but the whole thing:
America.

For the story to work, of course, the ump must make the right call, and we must know it to be right, Here,
the close-up and slow motion come into play just as they would in a real instant replay to let us see both
how close the call is and that the umpire has indeed made the right call. The runner is out. The manager's
charge from the dugout is classic baseball protest, and the ump's self-control and slow walk away from
the angry manager are gestures in a ritual we all know. That's right, we think, that's the way it's done, We
know these moves the way the contemporaries of Aeschylus and Sophocles knew the myths upon which
the Greek tragedies were based. Baseball is already a ritual, and a ritual we partake of mostly through the
medium of television. The commercial has only to organize these images in a certain way to create a
powerful narrative,

At the bar after the game, we are off stage, outside that ritual of baseball, but we are still in the world of
myth. The manager salutes the ump with his tilted bottle of beer; the old man acknowledges that youth
has passed its test. The sword on the shoulder of knighthood, the laying on of hands, the tilted Bud all
these are ritual gestures in the same narrative structure of initiation. To the extent that we have wanted
this to happen we are gratified by this closing scene of the narrative text, and many things, as | have
suggested, conspire to make us want this ending. We are dealing with an archetypal narrative that has
been adjusted for maximum effect within a particular political and social context, and all this has been
deployed with a technical skill in casting, directing, acting, photographing, and editing that is of a high
order. It is very hard to resist the pleasure of this text, and we cannot accept the pleasure without, for the
bewildering minute at least, also accepting the ideology that is so richly and closely entangled with the
story that we construct from the video text. To accept the pleasure of this text is to believe that America
works; and this is a comforting belief, itself a pleasure of an even higher order for as long as we can
maintain it. Does the text also sell Budweiser? This is something only market research {if you believe it)
can tell, But it surely selis the American way first and then seeks to sell its brand of beer by establishing a
metonymic connection between the product and the nation: a national beer for the national pastime.

An audience that can understand this commercial, successfully constructing the ump's story from the

scenes represented in the text and the comments of the narrative voice, is an audience that understands

narrative structure and has a significant amount of cultural knowledge as well, including both data (how

baseball leagues are organized, for instance, and how the game is played) and myth (what constitutes

success, for example, and what initiation is). At a time when critics such as William Bennett and E. D. |
Hirsch are bewailing our ignorance of culture, it is important to realize that many Americans are not [ |
without culture; they simply have a different culture from that of Bennett and Hirsch. What they really
lack, for the most part, is any way of analyzing and criticizing the power of a text like the Budweiser
commercial not its power to sell beer, which is easily resisted, especially once you have tasted better
beer but its power to sell America. For the sort of analysis that | am suggesting, it is necessary to recover
(as Eliot says) from the surrender to this text, and it is also necessary to have the tools of ideological
criticism. Recovery, in fact, may depend upon critical analysis, which is why the analysis of video texts
needs to be taught in all our schools,

Before moving on to the consideration of a more complex textual economy, we would do well to pause
and consider the necessity of ideological criticism. One dimension of the conservative agenda for this try
has been conspicuously anticritical. The proposals of William Bennett and E. D. Hirsch, for instance,
different as they are in certain respects, are both recipes for the indoctrination of young people in certain
cultural myths. The great books of past ages, in the eyes of Bennett, Hirsch, and Allan Bloom, are to be



mythologized, turned into frozen monuments of Greatness in which our "cultural heritage” is embodied.
This is precisely what Bloom does to Plato, for instance, turning the dialectical search for truth into a
fixed recipe for "greatness of soul" The irony of this is that Plato can only die in this process. Plato's work
can better be kept alive in our time by such irreverent critiques as that of Jacques Derrida, who takes
Plato seriously as an opponent, which is to say, takes him dialectically. In this age of massive manipulation
and disinformation, criticism is the only way we have of taking something seriously. The greatest patriots
in our time will be those who explore our ideology critically, with particular attention to the gaps between
mythology and practice. Above all, we must start with our most beloved icons, not the ones we profess
allegiance to, but those that really have the power to move and shake us.

Home e AboutCML e ReadingRoom e CMLMedialitKit e Rights& Permissions e Site Overview
¢ ContactUs ¢ FAQs -+ Store




