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“In ancient Rome, gladiators—professional combatants drawn from the ranks of prisoners of war, criminals, slaves, and volunteer freedmen—competed as public entertainment at festival games... Unless the audience or emperor indicated that he should be spared, a defeated gladiator usually lost his life.”









-- Grolier’s Encyclopedia


Talk shows are simply fascinating.  They often address the most salacious topics our social order manages to come up with, they tease the most prurient parts of the human psyche, and not uncoincidentally they get good ratings.  If popularity defines importance, and it is increasingly difficult to deny that in a post-modern world it just well might, talk shows have an immediate interest to rhetorical scholars.  Their importance may also extend beyond their banal (if bountiful) pedestrian appeal; an argument could be made that the talk show has become the modern town hall, the “electronic village” that Ross Perot championed.  Where else, in our modern world, are issues of the day brought to the fore, pushed to the public consciousness, discussed in what is ostensibly to be an open discussion, and displayed for as wide an audience as possible?  Of course, the more stodgy among us (and where does stodginess flourish with greater fruition than the academy?) might decry the development and wish for a time gone by where Jeffersons and Websters filled the spirit with wholesome speeches that enriched the soul as well as the mind.  But even if such a time ever really did exist (it probably didn’t) that in no way would it diminish the importance of the modern talk show, at least for communication scholars.  Whether we like them or not, a field concerned with public dialogue is looking at the right thing when it looks at a talk show.


Within the genre of talk shows the program vary in their degrees of lasciviousness, importance, intellect, and foolishness.  The topic of this essay will be the Jerry Springer Show, which even among the more fringe programs still distinguishes itself as extreme.  It has also recently surpassed Oprah as the most popular English language talk show, viewed by 7.5 million viewers per episode (Johnson, 1998).  More specifically, this essay will take a close look at a single episode of the Jerry Springer Show and offer a critical interpretation of it.  Without giving away too much of the game, we will maintain that although the show purports to be an open forum for the more excessive among us to air their viewpoints (and often to try to repair their relationships while a studio audience watches), it actually serves as much more of a “freak show” for the mainstream audience to gawk and gasp at.  In the end, rather than being a format that allows the open discussion of alternative lifestyles and viewpoints, it simply uses the guests as foils and dupes for the mainstream to mock and marginalize.  Ultimatley, the dominant mode of thinking is affirmed and the dominant social order is preserved and validated.


This discussion will take place in three parts.  First, some initial comments about the theoretical orientation of this analysis will be offered.  The second and more substantive section will be a detailed description and analysis of the show; the argument will be made that the show reinforces the mainstream social order.  The third and final section will get on to the sexier and more intellectually exciting task of examining the importance and implications of this analysis.

Theoretical Orientation


What sort of analysis should be done?  What is an important critical statement, approach, or conclusion?  Why should anyone read this?  These are large questions.  Our answers may be too small.  In fact, there may only be one:  All criticism is a question of interpretation.  More traditional scholars can interpret a speech as persuasive or not, more aesthetically minded critics can call a speech (or text or act) beautiful or not, and those analysts of a political stripe can assess communication as being oppressive or emancipatory.  To our minds, they are all questions of interpretation.  “How shall we characterize the rhetoric?  What does it mean?” are the questions underlying all approaches.


If rhetorical analysis is essentially interpretive the obvious question is why the interpreter should be trusted.  They probably can’t, and therein lies the case for authorial self-implication (more extensive cases have been made for the necessity of making self-implication transparent in Deetz, 1994; Nakayama & Krizek, 1995; Peterson & Langellier, 1997; Thompkins, 1988).  Pure freedom from bias, even if desirable, is quite probably unattainable.  The more than an author’s assumptions are made transparent, however, the more the fair-minded reader can assess the value and appeal of the work.  Excellent examples of researchers laying bare their positioning are increasingly commonplace (e.g., Eisenberg, Murphy, & Andrews, 1998; Clair & Kunkel, 1998).  We are, and more to the point we offer this analysis as, Marcusian post-modernists.  Broadly speaking, our field seems to divide into at least two traditions, the humanist and the social scientific (see Beniger, 1993; Craig, 1993; Miller, 1975;  Zavarzadeh, 1991, chap. 3).  Within the humanist camp a further division seems to have emerged between the more traditional scholars and those who have taken the “deconstructive turn” (see Norris, 1983).  We presume that anyone reading this manuscript is well acquainted with these divisions, perhaps to the point where further exposition adds nausea ad nauseum.  We don’t want to add to the din but it is important to locate where we stand on the theoretical terrain: We do believe in many of the more radical claims about contradictions and neuroses in the dominant mode of thinking.  Bureaucracies do become self-serving, individuals subordinated by larger structures, and radical ideas suppressed.  We do not believe, however, that all that is new is good.  Communication we take to be possible if not perfect, and not fully indeterminate (see Berger & Luckman, 1966; Habermas, 1987; Rorty, 1991; Roth, 1987).  Knowledge can be practical if not transcendental and foundational; this knowledge can have value often obscured or ignored by maniacal critics who can get carried away with themselves and their theories.  Richard Rorty (1984) rather brilliantly pokes fun at the more maniacal new thinkers in this passage that has tremendous resonance for us:

For the kind of reading which has come to be called “deconstructionist” requires two different straight persons: a macho professional philosopher who is insulted by the suggestion that he has submitted to a textual exigency, and a naive producer of literature whose jaw drops when she learns that her work has been supported by philosophical oppositions.  The philosopher had thought of himself has speaking a sparse, pure, transparent language.  The poetess shyly hoped that her unmediated woodnotes might please.  Both reel back in horror when the deconstructionist reveals that each has been making use of complex idioms to which the other has contributed.  Both go all to pieces at this news.  A wild disorder overtakes their words.  Their whimpers blend into interminable androgynous keening.  (p. 2)

We thus wish to offer our observations as critics, but wish to do so without resorting to the caricatures characteristic of critics who have distanced themselves too far from actual practice.  In particular we believe (and we believe we are in the majority in this belief) that theory and practice have a reflexive and mutually reinforcing relationship with one another.  Even if Einstein did actually say that, “If the facts don’t fit the theory, so much worse for the facts,” a good theory could use a fact or two (or at least the occasional insightful observation).  We wish to analyze as critics while retaining our beliefs about the existence of facts and the necessity of paying fairly careful attention to them.

And for this a theory is necessary.  For the particular purposes of this paper we will draw upon the now easily-recognized claims of Marx and Marcuse (Wolff, Moore, & Marcuse, 1965; other useful explications include Freire, 1990) that a dominant system will often allow dissent simply to suppress it, to “buy off” the opposition and “co-opt” it into the majority (these ideas have been eloquently restated in relation to First Amendment law by Ingber, 1984; see also Reisman, 1979).  But we distrust that this will always be true: Some times dissent, when voiced, will simply prop up the majority view, but some times it can be truly revolutionary.  Some times, of course, it may encode manifestations of both, and the evaluations of the rhetoric must become more complex still.  Thus it is important to observe the practice to see if the theory holds, recognizing that the observations made will in many important ways simply express the viewpoint taken by the theory.  But we find it to be an error to start with the premise that the expression of dissent will only serve the majority and then show how it inevitably does so.  To us, the more interesting question is whether it does.  In other words, we want to begin this analysis with a theoretical direction that suggests things to look for, not one that will pre-determine what we will find.


A second reservation we have that makes our own turn to post-modernism incomplete is our disbelief in the critical bogey-man, the evil monster cavorting about with the moniker “dominant social paradigm.”  There probably is one, but far too often critics act as if there actually is a conspiratorial group with more control than the most depraved assemblage dreamed up by the writers of the X-files who meet every Wednesday night to plot in very intentional ways how to oppress the minority populations.  It seems more accidental and more difficult to maintain than all that.  Let us quote Rorty (1984) again: “Derrida talks as if this neat textbook dilemma were a real one, as if there were a terrible, oppressive force called ‘the metaphysics of philosophy’ or the ‘history of metaphysics’ which is making life impossible not only for playful punsters like himself but for society as a whole.  But things are just not that bad, except in special circumstances” (p. 14).  Rather than rail against a system that seems far too monolithic to change, a more nuanced view has the dual advantages of being more accurate and more optimistic:  The system we have is one we have collectively created and much less unified than may be imagined by some critics.  Instead of invoking a basilisk too great to scale, a better approach might be to identify more particular beliefs that seem to be dominant and examine the particular consequences of their dominance.  


So there it is:  Our theoretical stance.  We believe in the ability of dominant beliefs to marginalize and oppress, but we don’t accept that this will always be the case or that the dominant view is as insidious as some believe.  What remains is to see what sort of assessment critics of this stripe can make of The Jerry Springer Show.


One final belief is relevant to this project:  We believe in humor.  In this case, it is what we believe and we believe that we are not in the majority in holding this belief.  In such a position, it is important to have powerful friends. We invoke those of Rorty and Derrida.  Rorty (1989) writes: “Apart from his incredible, almost Nobokovian, polylingual linguistic facility, he is a great comic writer—perhaps the funniest writer on philosophical topics since Kierkegaard...At his best, Derrida realizes that one good way to make something look enigmatic is to treat it as a joke” (pp. 209, 213).  We both about the value of humor and that Derrida is really funny.  Our stance is motivated by the belief that academic writing most definitely creates its own hierarchy.  Jargonistic writing, which Derrida and Rorty certainly can’t really claim to be free from, excludes potentially enormous audiences from its reach.  High-sounding terms and the shameless display of an off-the-scale vocabulary leaves people out of our conversations in a way that clearly communicates that the scholar is superior and that the less informed and less linguistically adept reader is inferior.  In a mean mood we call it an act of oppression and in more temperate states we call it snobbery (others have made a more detailed case for the rejection of the sterile, impersonal, distant “expert” tone; see Bell, 1997; Collins, 1991, chaps. 10-11; Blair, Brown, & Baxter, 1994; Petronio, Flores, & Hecht, 1997).  Those of us with PhDs all know that it’s bad but we all do it anyway.   So too, we recognize, will this paper get more jargonisitic than is strictly necessary (and we may also be a little too proud of our own vocabularies).  But maybe space for more inclusive writing styles can be opened up in small stages (alternative writing styles are gaining increasing prominence; e.g., Ono, 1997; Pacanowsky, 1983) and a few jokes published here and there and some journal space allocated to more accessible and humorous discussions might pique the interest of a few more of our undergraduates and expand the boundaries of our discussions.  Let’s hope.  And let’s not take ourselves so seriously.  There is perspective to be gained by incongruity and corrective in the comic.  If, as Dow (1994) argues, comic discourse can advance “the purposes of genuine argument” (p. 229) is there any real reason academic texts will not also benefit from a “strategy that can be transformative” (p. 229)?  W. Barnett Pearce (1998) thinks not:  “I believe that the virtues of this personal, engaged, reflective style far outweigh what might be achieved using the objective authorial voice” (p. 274).

Jer-ry, Jer-ry, Jer-ry


The analysis can’t precede the text lest the reader wonder what is being talked about.  The text for analysis is the opening segment of an episode of the Jerry Springer Show titled “I’ve had enough, its over.”  We recognize some will not feel comfortable with the idea of a TV show as a text; we are simply taking for granted that it is now common practice to treat a film or building or show as a text (an assorted list of theorists, practitioners, and textbooks includes Beniger, 1993; Berger, 1995, pp. 15-17; Giroux, 1996, chap. 2; Gray, 1995; Gronbeck, 1991; Hart, 1997, chap. 9; Medhurst, 1989; Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991; Shome, 1996; Willis, 1997; Zavarzadeh, 1991).  It is, of course, impossible to reproduce a video program in writing, but some description of the events on the show are necessary for the analysis that follows.  The description is an abstract, but we have made an attempt to describe all events that produced an audience reaction.  As a caveat, however, we realize that the description will be our interpretation of the text if for no other reason than neutral, objective transcription is not possible (Peterson & Langellier, 1997).  Because much of the dialogue is electronically “bleeped” out (a necessity given FCC laws) the statements are often discontinuous, and where a bleeped word appears in the show we will do our best to reproduce what we think was said and put the offending word in brackets.  There’s no reason for we scholars to be both stodgy and prudish.


The show opened with the crowd chanting “Jer-ry, Jer-ry, Jer-ry,” and the host introducing the first guest, a woman named Desiree.  Desiree had been dating a man named Chango since she was 13 and bore a child by him one month shy of her fifteenth birthday.  Chango had also been seeing someone else, who had given birth to 3 more of his children.  Desiree reported to Jerry that Chango had been cheating on her for three years and the crowd gave a melodramatic “Ooooh.”  Desiree responded by nodding, and said “Oh, yeah.”  She now had a hundred new friends that were on her side.  Jerry asked if she still wanted to be with Chango and Desiree said: “Yes, because I have no where else to go and no one else to be with.”  The crowd booed.  Jerry returned to the topic of her age at the first sexual encounter: “Thirteen?  Shouldn’t you have been playing with dolls then?”  His voice had a definite tone of concern, and the crowd applauded him.  The concern, to our ears, seemed a mockery of Desiree.  Jerry asked about the other woman and Desiree said “She’s not [shit].”  The crowd booed.


Kim, the other woman, entered, and she and Desiree stared each other down.  Jerry asked Kim if she had children by Chango, and Kim said “I sure as [fuck] do.”  The crowd gave a low “Ooooh,” reacting positively to her spunk.  Kim and Desiree started to argue, Kim openly bragged about sleeping around, and the crowd gave her a vaguely positive response, again seeming to appreciate her spirit.  In the middle of the argument Jerry said, “The guy seems to be playing both of you.”  The crowd cheered.


Chango entered the stage and the crowd booed.  Jerry greeted him with the comment, “Chango, you’ve been a busy young man.”  The crowd cheered.  Chango smiled nervously, and began a defense of himself by saying that Desiree had lied to him when she was 13 and had told him that she was 16.  The crowd produced an “Ooooh,” and Desiree gave an impassioned defense of herself addressed to the crowd.  Kim, for reasons that were unclear, verbally attacked Chango about Kim’s lie.  

Chango had apparently gotten back together with Desiree the previous January and Jerry asked why.  “Because I kicked his ass out,” answered Kim, to whom the question was not addressed.  The crowd cheered.  Desiree and Chango argued, and Jerry asked Chango “Do you love Kim?”  Chango said yes, and Desiree bolted out of her chair and physically attacked him.  Kim reacted by throwing Desiree to the floor, and security arrived on the scene but not before chairs and shoes were hurled in the fight.  The crowd returned to its chant of “Jer-ry, Jer-ry, Jer-ry.”  The physical confrontation surprised no one.


The scene cut away to a commercial break which, by the way, included an advertisement for the uncensored version of the Springer show that was hawked as “Too hot for TV!” and as its central appeal included nudity in addition to violence.  At the return the three guests on the stage were arguing so vociferously that Jerry could barely get his own word in, and finally simply introduced a fourth guest, Tony, who was Desiree’s father.  Without exchanging a word with anyone Tony instantly attacked Chango, security re-emerged and the crowd started its “Jer-ry” chant (they did so during each of the physical fights), and the security guards returned the combatants to their chairs with the admonition, “This is a talk show.”  Order was brief as all four guests started yelling.  Tony said to Chango,  “You took advantage of two girls here,” the crowd cheered the comment, and within moments Tony again assaulted Chango initiating the third fist fight on the show.  A free-for-all argument followed and ended when Tony started repeating to his daughter, loudly and over and over (at least 12 times), “You don’t need him, you don’t need him.”  The crowd cheered.


Earlier in the free-for-all, and beneath Tony’s chant, Desiree made an open threat on the life of Kim.  She began by saying, “I’m glad you had your little show,” and then made it very clear that after the show was over she intended to track down Kim and kill her.  The comment passed entirely without reaction by Jerry, the crowd, the security, or even Kim.  After a little more argument Tony realized that Desiree wasn’t listening to him (nobody, in fact, was listening to anybody), and he said, “Listen to me or I’m gonna cut all ties with you.”  The crowd cheered.  Jerry went to the stage and shook Tony’s hand, and Tony said, “Thank you Jerry.”  Jerry then gave Desiree a short lecture, which ended with the phrase, “Leave it alone.  You have a Dad who loves you and a kid who loves you, worry about that.  Be with someone who loves you.”  Tony and Desiree started arguing again, and the show cut away to a commercial.


The show returned to another full-blown argument.  Desiree was asked where Chango had been lately, and she responded: “He’s been with the bitch.” In a flurry of rhetorical acumen Kim fired back, “You’re the bitch, bitch.”  Chango accused Tony of being a bad father because he had not stopped the affair earlier, and Chango and Tony engaged in the fourth fistfight of the show.  The crowd again chanted Jerry’s name.  Security restored order and Tony pled with Jerry to understand why Tony hadn’t stopped the affair.  Arguments continued apace, Kim slapped Chango, and while Chango was arguing with Kim Tony punched Chango in the back of the head.  Security emerged for a fifth time.  The crowd chanted Jerry’s name.  The guests then argued about the fight.


Jerry recognized aloud that things were out of control and said, “Let’s try to clam it down now by bringing out Kim’s mother, Lynn.”  Kim was visibly upset by this development and made it clear that she didn’t think her Mother would calm things down much.  Lynn confronted Desiree and the sixth and final fistfight broke out.  The crowd chanted Jerry’s name.  Security separated the guests and an uncontrolled 5-way argument broke out with such chaos that it was impossible to even identify who was saying what to whom.  Tony went on an incoherent rant until Jerry grabbed him by the shirt and said, “It’s me, Tony.”  Tony seemed to have been shaken out of a trance and apologetically offered, “I’m in my seat, Jerry.”  Jerry, for the first time, went on the stage to try to control the fights and openly mocked Lynn.  Jerry pointed to Chango and Desiree and rhetorically asked, “This relationship is over?”  The crowd cheered although neither Chango nor Desiree answered.  The 5-way argument re-erupted, and without any further attempt at resolution Jerry turned his back to the stage and said, “Now up next....”  

The show cut to a commercial and when it returned the group was seated behind the next set of guests.  During the new set Jerry kicked a woman off the stage who had engaged in three fistfights.  She had been allowed to stay after the fights, but was ejected when she talked at the same time Jerry was trying to speak.  At the conclusion of the second set, questions were taken from the audience.  Five were directed at the guests from the first set.  First, Desiree was asked whether Chango was supporting her son.  He was not.  Second, Chango was asked: “How can you say you love Kim when she says she sleeps with whoever, whenever she wants?”  Kim verbally attacked the questioner, challenged her to a physical confrontation, and Jerry reprimanded Kim and said that Kim knew that she would be asked difficult questions.  The third question addressed “all the women on the stage,” and was phrased as: “Right now living day to day, what’s going to happen five years from now when you have kids with no fathers?  They’ll look and blame you and not the man.”  At the question Desiree went on a rant about becoming a nurse’s assistant and claimed she would be different in five years but Kim and Chango wouldn’t.  Fourth, Tony was asked “Did you ever think about calling the cops on this fool?”  Tony said that he had wanted to but that Desiree had stopped him.  Fifth and finally, Chango was asked: “Why did you get into this woman’s life if you didn’t plan on staying there?”  No coherent answer emerged as Chango and Kim and Desiree all started shouting over each other.


After a final commercial break Jerry spoke alone in the final segment.  He thanked the guests for showing up and wished them luck “moving on from here.”  In a short statement he essentially took the stand that anger is bad and that in a cheating relationship the truth is that one shouldn’t want to get back with the ex-lover, but instead should “find someone who will love you back.”  After applause Jerry returned to the stage to shake hands, and expressed special hope that Desiree would get her life back in order, which Jerry thought she was committed to doing, apparently on the basis of her comment about wishing to be a nurse’s assistant.  Desiree thanked Jerry and asked for his autograph, and the program cut away to credits.

Analysis


The show is pretty bad.  To us, the utter ridiculousness forms itself around two central themes that have to do with the relationship between the audience (including the studio crowd, Jerry, and the potential viewers) and the guests.  The first theme is “Kill yourselves for our amusement” and the second is “Let us mock you for being weird.”  Each theme we believe to be riddled with its own pathological contradictions.  Although it doesn’t present itself as a unique theme, the relationship between Jerry and his guests symbolizes much of what is fleshed out in the other two themes and will be treated below in its own section.

Kill Yourselves for Our Amusement

Ostensibly, the show is an opportunity for unfortunate souls mired in difficult situations to have the opportunity to work out their problems with the aid of the host.  After all, the security guards constantly chide the guests (as they are restoring order) with the comment, “This is a talk show.”  The clear implication is that the guests ought not fight.  Jerry himself winds up each show by wishing the guests good luck in “moving on from here,” and ends every show with his catch-phrase: “Take care of yourself, and each other.”  Surely this is a show about inclusion, dialogue, and togetherness.


Of course, that is all a bunch of malarkey.  The show is nothing more than an excuse to start an awful lot of fistfights on stage.  People who more or less have very good reasons to hate each other are placed very, very, close to each other and asked a series of provoking questions in the highly unlikely event that they can’t come up with something inflammatory on their own.  And there is no doubt that if they wanted to the security guards could easily stop the fights before the guests got to each other.  These big, muscular men really would have no problem grabbing the guests, who often weigh a hundred pounds or so less than the guards, from behind prior to the physical violence.  Dare one suggest putting a security guard between the guests, at least after they have attacked each other at least once?  (In subsequent episodes that aired after the writing of this paper, we noticed that this tactic was employed.)  It doesn’t take a Foucault to figure out that there are many things the show could do to stop these fights if its creators really wanted the fights stopped.  The fact that the crowd always chants Jerry’s name when the fights start suggests that everyone knows what’s coming and that the fight is the apical moment of the show when the host is to be cheered, and not an appalling aberration.  Unquestionably, the live audience enjoys the fights – they never failed to stand, cheer, clap, and chant the host’s name during the fights.


The most poignant embodiment of the contradiction between the show’s stated objective and its actual practice came in the second segment of this show and with the second set of guests.  A woman named Renee entered the stage and, before a single sentence was uttered, physically attacked the first guest.  She took her seat, argument re-emerged, and she attacked the first guest again.  A separate fight broke out and she joined that as well.  Finally, as she was engaged in a screaming match while Jerry was trying to ask a question, Jerry told her to calm down.  She refused.  Jerry, with a tone of rich empathy in his voice, said, “Calm down or you’ll have to leave.”  Renee responded by saying, “Fine, I’ll leave then,” and seemed surprised when she was escorted off stage.  Jerry flashed a peace sign to the audience who applauded him wildly.  The behavioral standard of the show is apparently that it is just fine to attack other guests, physically and violently and repeatedly, as many as three times in fact, and you are within the boundaries of a reasonable discussion.  Talk while Jerry is trying to ask a question, however, only a single time, and you are so out of line that you need to be escorted off stage lest you disrupt the dialogue.


Why is this so wrong?  What is so unfair?  Three things come to mind.  First of all, it encourages the guests to fight rather than reason.  More than anything it sends the rather clear signal that if you get mad enough at someone the right thing to do is to run over and clobber them.  Hell, the crowd will stand and cheer if you do and security certainly isn’t going to stop you.  And as long as you can chant a catchy enough slogan after your act of aggressive violence (“You don’t need him”) you’ll get another round of applause for your clear reasoning capacities.  The violence is utterly excused.  

Second, it is simply a grossly unfair relationship between the audience and the guests.  Just like the Roman Emperors watching gladiators fight and die for no greater reward than the amusement of the royalty the entire event is staged for the benefit of the observers and to the detriment of the combatants.  The guests are asked to risk everything – their deepest secrets, their most embarrassing moments, their least socially rewarded traits, and their physical well being – and the audience risks absolutely nothing.  The rhetorical situation thus constantly suppresses the personal development of the guests (whatever the meager material rewards they are offered for appearing on the show) and encourages the worst in them.  Instead of facing up to their problems and beginning the arduous road of turning their lives around (let those of us who have tried to diet attest to the grave difficulty of attempting even the simplest life change) the guests are encourage to scream, fight, recite some catchy slogans consistent with what the audience already believes (more on that later), get their 15 minutes of fame, and retreat to their own pathetic existences.  All this so the audience can get a good chuckle out of watching the fight.  Most revealing, in fact, are the questions asked by the audience, which seem to unvaryingly invoke a mainstream norm of interpersonal behavior.  The social order is sealed; the audience can leave knowing that the freaks are a little worse than the audience is and the freaks leave doubly deluded, thinking they have taken a step forward when they have taken two back.

Third, the guests are put in a classic double-bind situation.  On the one hand, they have been brought on the show to physically fight one another.  If they don’t fight, the show is boring, the ratings drop, and Jerry is out of a job.  The fact that virtually every episode of Springer includes physical violence proves that fighting is the norm, the expectation, and the definition of a good show.  Guests who don’t fight are bad guests.  On the other hand, if the guests do fight they’ll be chided by security, lectured by Jerry, and scorned by the audience.  Jerry always reserves the right to invoke the “Don’t fight” rule and call up the social norm against violence to evaluate his guests negatively.  Guests who do fight are bad guests.  No matter what the guests do they will be wrong:  Fighting is bad and not fighting in bad.

Let Us Mock You For Being Freaks


The main purpose of the show, of course, is to watch some really disturbed people get into fistfights.  But the fights have a little more to them.  In those unfortunately dull moments in between fracases, the guests fill the dead time with words.  What sorts of a social order do those words betray?  Starting with the premise that the only difference between the Jerry Springer Show and a carnival freak show is that the guests are emotionally rather than physically deformed, what is it that makes them freakish?  Physical freaks stand out because of their grave deviance from “normal” physical characteristics, so it may stand to reason that social freaks are those that deviate from “normal” social characteristics to such a large degree that they seem outlandish.  

No matter how ominous a monolithic social order may be to some, the nightmares of these authors are filled with smaller, more specialized demons tormenting us all in particular but still unbecoming ways.  By observing what it is about the guests that the audience considers freakish, it may be possible to identify some finely tuned depictions of what exactly this hydra-headed “dominant social paradigm” is about.  We have identified five sub-themes that were developed in the show that, usually in a very implicit manner, express a norm of social behavior or exposit a social value.  Usually these standards are used by the audience to express disapproval in the guests.  In many cases they are literally being mocked for being freaks (or at least weird), but the standards can also be used to simply express disappointment in the guests for not being strong enough, for having low self-esteem, etc.  But whether or not these standards are used to disapprove or openly mock the guests, our claim is that the standards themselves are binaries riddled with contradictions.  By inverting these binaries more inclusive social possibilities may be exposed.  Perhaps most importantly, no matter what other value these sub-themes may have, if simplistically applied as they are on the Springer show they serve only to bury crucial questions and affirm the status quo social order. 


1. Practice Fidelity.  Guests are always booed when they cheat on someone.  The audience was openly appalled when Kim and Chango announced that they typically sleep with whoever they want to sleep with when the other isn’t around.  Desiree got an awful lot of sympathy that couldn’t really be attributed to her levelheaded reasoning skills; the fact that she had been cheated on might better explain why Jerry and the crowd seemed to warm to her.  The disdain for infidelity suggests, conversely, that fidelity is the preference in the social order.  

Is it?  More marriages now fail than last (Cherlin, 1981; Gottman, 1994; Martin & Bumpass, 1989), and infidelity rates are somewhere in the 15% to 25% range (Wiederman, 1997, p 168).  Even marriages that last can suffer infidelity at some point, and it isn’t necessary to read very far into interpersonal textbooks to discover that the overwhelming scholarly belief is that all relationships go through highs and lows.  The model of relationships that suggests that the best thing to do is find a single partner, fall in love, get married and remain faithful and happy forever is suspect at best.  Would Desiree truly have been better off if she had been married at thirteen?  

A skeptic might counter that not all relationships have to last forever, but fidelity is necessary when relationships are serious.  We don’t disagree, but the sheer prevalence of infidelity and relational breakdown suggests that fidelity isn’t an easy choice but a strained, agonized one.  What is discussed so blandly in communication textbooks as a “down” cycle can be a brutal emotional period for someone torn between a relationship that is valuable but has become stale and a new person who offers what the relationship isn’t providing.   Finally, not all relationships are alike.  According to one account of extra-marital affairs, “two-thirds of couples survive and many say they’re closer for it”  (McDonald, 1996).  This is mentioned not to recommend the affair as a martial therapy device, but simply to note that fidelity might not be the sole standard by which to measure relational success.  

At the very least, the view of fidelity on the Springer show is more monolithic than empirical evidence suggests it should be.  What the Springer show leaves out is the space for the agonized choice.  Those guilty of infidelity are villainized; they are yelled at (and beaten) by the other guests, berated by the audience’s questions, and lectured to by Jerry.  Whenever a guest tries to explain the range and depth and agony of an issue, the response is always: “You have to make a choice, either be with them or leave.”  From a strictly empirical perspective it is inaccurate to view fidelity as normal and treat feelings of infidelity as evil and not worthy of discussion.  A better way to approach the issue may be to acknowledge that at the very least feelings of infidelity might be normal and the expression (if not enaction) of them is to be contemplated, if only as a way of honestly facing the issues of human relationships.


2. Be Honest.  Part of the trick of this episode of the Springer show was that, although the guests were present to “air” their feelings, they had been dishonest prior to the arrival on the show.  Jerry pointed this out, and the wrap-up segment was a call for honesty – Jerry could accept homosexuals, transsexuals, cross-dressers, and bisexuals, but Jerry always insisted that the guests be honest.  In this episode, Chango was chided as much for the deceitful way he was playing the women as he was for his cheating.  Desiree was booed (lightly) when she announced that she lied to Chango.  Chango was also booed when Tony said that Chango lied to him about his relationship with Desiree.


Surely honesty is good?  Is there a need to invert this binary?  We will not suggest that dishonesty is good, particularly when it comes to lying about a sexual partner.  However, in the Springer show the notion of honesty is applied in a manner that is inconsistent at best.  Honesty is necessary because people can only ask others to react to them based on the information that the others have.  If you tell lies to other people, and they react accordingly, whatever bad happens to you must be your fault for lying.  Desiree lied about her age when she originally slept with Chango.  Ought this not absolve Chango of guilt?  It should, but Tony seems vindicated by both Jerry and the crowd, even after he punched Chango in the back of the head, because his anger at Chango for taking advantage of his 13-year-old daughter was so mightily justified.  Even without claiming that honesty is an incorrectly privileged theme, a safe conclusion is that the show seems inconsistent in its application.


Perhaps more telling is the manner in which honesty was used.  The people on the show led despondent, desperate lives.  Chango was an unemployed father of four whose current girlfriend was sleeping around and who could kick him out whenever she wanted to.  His former lover’s father hated him.  Kim was a mother of three who clearly had issues with her mother and no great attachment to her current live-in boyfriend.  She had no help raising her children.  Desiree was a high-school dropout and teenage mother whose lover was of no help raising the child and whose father was willing to threaten to disown her in public.  There but for the grace of God go we.  People in these conditions, out of sheer desperation, may well have been willing to commit greater sins than lying.  And yet, they were not brought on the show so that the difficulty of their lives could be sympathized with; they were on the show for the titillation of blood sport and to be skewered for their dishonesty.  Did anyone, including Jerry or the audience, really believe that the lives of these guests would have been made substantially better if only they had been more honest?  But the issues that were raised were brought up to condemn the guests for not acting with greater moral fortitude in the face of extraordinary plight.  The more Eastern vision of a social collective that exists to support all its members was pushed into the background, and the Western vision of the rugged individual was pushed into the foreground.  The problem was not that society had failed to support its weakest members, it was that the weakest had failed to be strong, upright, and moral.


3. Be Aggressive.  The audience wants the faithful and honest, but it doesn’t want wimps.  Any display of backbone is appreciated. A rugged individual must, after all, be rugged.  Thus Kim can proudly declare her infidelity and so long as she does it proudly she is spared a negative crowd reaction.  Tony can stand up and confront Chango and be cheered for it.  Conversely, Desiree is chided for her proclamation of weakness when she says that she “has no one else to be with.”  It seems as if the crowd will issue moral judgments about fidelity and honesty, but they will admire aggression.  Much as the Emperors must not have thought much of the gladiators (otherwise watching half the crop die during the contest would have been a little more disturbing to the Emperor) but could still appreciate the biceps of the fighters, so too the audience seemed to dislike Kim but admire her spunk.


This arrangement could be objected to for lots of reasons, but most obviously rhetoric of this sort provides convenient excuses appalling behavior.  It is all right to be insulting so long as you do it well.  Jerry accepts sleeping around so long as it is presented as a strong self-choice (as opposed, say, to the embodiment of low self-esteem) with the phrase “Hey, if that’s your choice, that’s OK.”  If nothing else, the privileging of strength reinforces the “might makes right” mode of discourse.  The aggressive guest has figured out earlier in life that one way to gain respect is to be bellicose.  The Jerry Springer Show only reinforces that view with applause.  The meek may eventually be getting the earth, but they aren’t going to get it on the air with Jerry.


4. Official Channels are the Right Way to Go.  This viewpoint was most obviously expressed with the question (addressed to Tony), “Did you ever think about calling the cops on this fool?”  Faced with a difficult, multi-plex problem, the audience member provides a simple solution:  Call in the State.   The vision of State functions invoked by this question is the same one read about in kindergarten books like The Little White House:  There are saintly public officials, be they cops or psychiatrists or prison guards, who with faith and vigor protect the interests of all concerned.  They must be faithful for society to work and as long as society works the social order need not be re-examined.  The question suggests that the guests are in the condition that they are because they failed to call on the official help that was out there and waiting to assist them.

There are, however, no black people in The Little White House.  And as either Rodney King or the Federal Sentencing Commission can tell you, justice is not dispensed equally among all races.  Or, as a quote that on the office door of a colleague of ours puts it, “I think the mistake a lot of us make is thinking the state-appointed psychiatrist is our ‘friend.’” Left unconsidered are the possibilities that (a) the State might ignore the problem, (b) throwing Chango in jail might not really be good for anyone, including the unborn child and its mother, (c) the cops might show up and start beating the hell out of everybody, something that probably seems unlikely to the upper-middle class readers of this essay but might seem much more plausible in, say, Compton, (d) Chango might be found innocent (Desiree did lie to him about her age, after all), or (e) State interventions really aren’t long-term solutions to essentially interpersonal problems (something Democrats and Republicans find themselves in rare agreement about).  Of course, all our anecdotal, apocryphal ranting won’t be enough to prove that the state intervention into private disputes often fails.  Fortunately, that work has been done in abundance elsewhere (e.g., Conrad & Schnieder, 1985 and Williams & Calnan, 1996 in the medical field; Reich, 1964 in relation to property rights; Roberts, 1993 in relation to abortion rights; and Marcuse, 1965 and Freire, 1990, generally).

5. Claim You are Trying to Improve Your Life.  The case of Desiree made a special impression. Kim lied to Chango about how old she was, lied to her father about Chango, and threatened to kill Kim when the show was over.  Not in the metaphorical, “I’m gonna kill you,” sense that friends share in particularly heated basketball games, but in a very real, murderous way.  Yet at the end of the show Jerry singled her out as someone he especially hoped would get it all together.  And the crowd, who seemed to angrily boo any time anyone admitted to a lie, was relatively and strangely silent when she revealed that she lied to Chango about her age.  What made Desiree a sympathetic character?

Her sole redeeming quality seems to have been that she claimed that she would be somewhere in five years and was training (or intending to train—it wasn’t quite clear) as a dental assistant.  We do not want to suggest that people shouldn’t look forward and do what they can to improve their lives, materially or otherwise.  Nor do we want to suggest that those who claim a therapist role, a class that evidently includes Jerry, ought not encourage movement in those directions.  We will maintain rather firmly, however, that a woman who got pregnant at thirteen, who clearly has a relationship with her father that is strained at best, a woman who is willing to engage in six fist-fights in fifteen minutes, a woman who is willing to openly threaten murder on national TV when the argument isn’t going her way, probably has problems that go much deeper than not having a job.  But on Jerry’s show, the claim that she had a vision of a new future (however ill equipped she may be to realize that vision) exonerated her from all other sins.  Nobody was going to sit down with Desiree and ask about how concrete her plans were, how realistic they might be, what she would have to do to succeed, or how she should handle disappointments or failures along the way (threaten a teacher who gave her a “D” with death, perhaps?).  Saying the right thing, uttering the right phrase, and assuring the middle-class viewing crowd that she aspired to be one of them some day, closed the discussion.  Once again, salvation was to be found by entering the mainstream.

King Jerry


We don’t dislike Jerry Springer.  In fact, there is good reason to believe that he is probably fully aware of the circus that he creates and his own role in all of it (National Broadcasting Company, 1998; Waxman, 1998).  The point of this section isn’t to indict Jerry Springer the human being, but instead to analyze critically his role on the show.

Jerry may represent the grossest embodiment of “false consciousness” that is possible.  In classic Marxist/Marcusian theory, there is a State, and the State holds all the power.  It sets out a list of goals for the oppressed citizens to meet, but in a sycophant way:  The citizens can’t make true progress, achieving the goals set for them won’t really get them anywhere, and in the end all the rules do is ensure that those who are in power stay in power.  At their worst, the befuddled citizenry acts like a beaten but faithful dog, shamelessly licking the boots of its master and thinking it is happy when really it is oppressed.  The oppressed love the oppressor.  The gladiator analogy is again apt:  It is the Emperor that the gladiators have come to please, but in entering the contest to please the Emperor the combatants have already agreed to a set of rules that guarantees the death of the vast, vast majority of them.  By pledging allegiance to the rules and the Emperor rather than the members of their own caste, the gladiators have already lost.


Jerry is his own Emperor.  On the Springer show, everyone loves Jerry, just as in Rome everyone (except maybe Brutus) loved the Emperor.  The guests thank him and ask for autographs, the crowd chants his name, and the affable man seems beyond reproach, never accusing and always speaking with a helpful tone.  But it is he who holds all the power, he who sets the rules, and he that the rules benefit.  Jerry asks the questions that will shame the guests, and it is he who will invoke the set of social rules that will inevitably put the guests in a negative light.


This section may not be all that distinct from the prior ones, but we still think it is important.  Of all the outrageous power imbalances played out on the show, no relationship is more unequal than that of Jerry and his guests.  The power Jerry has, the way he invokes his social rules, and the way that the audience lovingly reacts to him summarizes so much of the revolting unfairness of the situation.  It is Jerry who asks the guests to kill each other for his amusement, it is Jerry who mocks them for their social deviance, all the while saying that he only wants to help them work things out, and they believe him.  And, more strikingly, they love him for it.  The false consciousness is complete and the guests seem to believe that if only they can play by the social rules well enough, if only they can please King Jerry, if only they can work out their deepest personal problems with 7.5 million of their closest friends on national TV, everything will be OK.  We will never know if it everything will, in fact, be OK without fairly deep follow-up study, but we’ll take the critical license here and say that we’ll bet it usually isn’t.

Conclusion


Our critical judgement of the show is that it is appalling.  It encourages violence for the thrill of the audience and to the detriment of the guests. We find ourselves watching the show with the same morbid fascination we might have slowing down to look at the aftermath of a car accident.  Setting aside the prurient thrill offered by the show, it encourages guests to fight rather than talk through their problems, and that can’t be a good thing so long as those of us tending the field of communication believe that dialogue is a better way to resolve conflict.  Further, the show is based on a fundamental power imbalance and constantly re-invokes, re-creates, and replicates a set of social rules that simplify complex questions and that serve mostly to reinforce a social hierarchy.  Most insidiously, it does so while pretending to be for the benefit of the guests who the show more often serves to mock.


How general are these conclusions?  Do they apply to most episodes of the Jerry Springer Show?  Quite frankly, we don’t know.  We have only seen three episodes of the Springer show, and that probably isn’t enough to allow us to start generalizing.  Based on our limited sample, however, we’d say that most of what has been identified here is pretty typical.  The guests are always freakish or at least a little off kilter (the two other shows involved transsexuals and one involved a prostitute), and the way the crowd reacts to the guests seems pretty constant.  There are always fights.  At any rate, current professional standards seem to warrant the analysis of a single text abstracted from a larger body of work (the analysis of a single speech of Martin Luther King, Jr., for example), and thus whatever warrants that maneuver must also warrant our analysis of a single episode.  Perhaps whether or not this analysis is typical of the show in general is less important than the fact that it signals and exposes the ways that rhetoric functions, and it is not the generalizability of the findings so much as the recognition and exposition of the pattern that has value.


Is the episode analyzed here typical of most talk shows?  Here we are truly out of our depth.  We mostly only watch talk shows while our cars are getting repaired or while we are waiting for a dentist.  But there are probably real differences between the programs. Oprah Winfrey has apparently made a committed effort to deal with more “meaningful” topics on her show (Kiesewetter, 1994; Zurawik & Ollove, 1994), and the Jenny Jones program offers counseling to the guests that appear (Obsatz, 1996; Storey, 1995; in subsequent viewings of the show we noticed that Springer now extends similar offers).  Certainly fistfights are not the norm on most programs, although they do occasionally happen.  Perhaps the pertinent question for future work is whether or not the five elements of social order do in fact extend to a much larger “dominant paradigm,” or whether they are simply localized enactments of particular rules that don’t extend much beyond Springer.  Our suspicion is that the canons of fidelity and honesty, and the imperatives to go to the authorities and claim life improvements, all themes with their attendant blind spots, are replayed endlessly on other shows.  


A point we made at the outset was that the Dominant Social Paradigm bogey-man ought not be feared.  But just because you aren’t afraid of something doesn’t mean that you don’t have to fight it.  Is there a way it can be defeated?  We don’t have a complete game plan, but we can suggest potential weaknesses that may aid in the fight.  There are, of course, theoretical points to be made here.  Understanding (and interpreting) the Springer show for what it is can open questions and create space for alternatives.  Is there a way to have a talk show that actually helps the guests?  Does the prurient nature of Springer foreclose any possibility that the format may be one where guests really could negotiate their way through their many difficulties?  Should the show be on the air at all?  Given that  the show is an invitation to violence and a mockery of the guests, it would appear that the answers to these questions are, in order, maybe, yes, and no.  The Springer show may be the loudest and most insipid expression of American culture (or at least a very clear invocation of its hierarchies).  Springer is wildly popular  in America because of our fascination with violence and our Puritanical prudishness about sex.  The theoretical answer to a cultural problem may be the invocation of another cultural model.  A European, for example, would probably wonder what the big deal was about all the sex and would recoil in horror at the violence.  In a culture where sex is normal and violence is shunned, a spectacle like Springer is less likely.


But theoretical alternatives only go so far.  It is one thing to describe what a better culture would be like and quite another to describe a program for getting from here to there.  The pedestrian but annoyingly poignant defense of the show is unavoidably: “Yeah, but it gets good ratings.”  This is not a trivial answer.  The debate is an old one; realist practitioners focus on the immediate questions of what will work in the here and now.  Idealistic theoreticians focus on the grander question of what ought to be rather than what is.  We believe the key part of the argument is whether there is a different, and preferable, cultural model.  No matter how much the practitioners might be right about what will work in a given culture at a given time, there isn’t much of a defense if the theoretician can point to a different culture’s practice that has a better outcome.  Why continue to maintain a cultural practice if there’s a better cultural alternative out there?  That leaves the task of identifying a better culture.  So long as American remains a capitalist culture, and the root of much oppression can be traced to the flow of dollars, Springer will survive so long as it makes money.


But there are non-capitalist alternatives that suggest that a culture with an extreme focus on capital accumulation need not be inevitable.  Now is not the time for a full accounting of the problems with capitalism, but the bogey-man seems less onerous and invincible if a time and place can be identified where he didn’t exist at all.  Zinn’s (1997) account of Native American cultures provides a beautiful description of a culture that knew neither the obsession with capital nor even the concept of private property.  Individuals shared and social life was centered on the survival of the community rather than the individual amassing of wealth.  Consider Columbus’ own description of the Native Americans (before he began exterminating them in one of the great under-publicized acts of genocide in history): “[They] are so free with their possessions that no one who has not witnesses them would believe it.  When you ask for something they have, they never say no.  To the contrary, they offer to share with anyone” (qtd in Zinn, 1997, pp. 5-6). Can American culture can find space for thinking about resource use in a way that centers less on Adam Smith’s invisible hand and gives more heed to Las Casas’ descriptions of the original Native Americans, who “lack all manner of commerce, neither buying nor selling, and rely exclusively on their natural environment for maintenance” (qtd in Zinn, 1997, p. 7)?  If so, it will seem perhaps less inevitable that we must have a Springer show simply because it makes money.  The cultural alternative is a good answer, but it is still a theoretical one.  There are better possibilities out there, but they are not yet actualities.  It is, for now, the best answer we have, and perhaps our retort to the claim that Springer makes money is, “Who cares?”


We began by shooting for an analysis that was Marcusian in nature, hoping to avoid the pitfalls of allowing our theory to fully determine our observations and of casting the dominant paradigm in so horrid a light that it cannot be overcome.  We believe our analysis has shown that, in the localized context of one rather extreme TV talk show, that the dominant order is indeed manifesting itself in a number of unfair and pathologically contradictory ways.  We have suggested some possible alternatives, and although for now they can’t be characterized as much more than distant hopes, they do present positive directions by which we can escape the claws of the dominant order.  One need only accept that profit is not the sole standard by which to judge TV programming to conclude that the Jerry Springer Show is a form of discourse we do best to do without.
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