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This and the following essay are among several in this book
dealing with television. Their purpose is the same: to shed
light on the rela”".nsn., .etween the form and the social
consequences of certain kinds of television programs. It is
wort.. aoting here that one difference between Americans
anc _ropeans ts .at the i~ ler take television seriously.
Euro 'zans seem to understand that media change is eco-
logica., . . additive; that when a powerful new medium
like television enters a culture, the result is not the old
Ctownre plus the new medium, but a new culture altogether.
" ne effect is simile. to what happens if you adc a drop of
ree « e to a beaker of clear water: youend . ..o/ . ew
colo, .....g.0 T .ave been close to obsessed - -~ - tele-
vision, for it does not seem to me .9t .Y Comen rymen have
yet cake ¢ s measure. 2 speak a ~ * s rrica as if tele-
vision has .. .rely been added to it and ' .e else has
che ged. . = -ricans watch television, __:t we have not yet
reacher .1e 1t where we watch ourselves watch it.
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But the majority of important television commercials take
t-e fc-— of religious parables organized around a coherent
theology. Like all religious parables, they put forward a con-
cept of sin, intimations of the way to redemption, and a vision
~* Heaven. ey also suggest what are the roots of evil and
. hat are the obligations of the holy.

Consider, for example, the Parable o the ing Ar..i.
¢ 1 Collar. Tis is to television scripture what the Parable of
t'ie Prodigal Son is to the Bible, which is to say it 1s an ar-
¢hetype containing most of the elemenzs of form and content
t trecur in its genre. T begin with, the Parable of the 7~ g
s o—omd <k~ Seltas s <art, occu | 3 only about t' .ty sec-
- s of one’s time anG “...t LOL. . lIe are - --~ reasons for
. s, all o .ious. - sty itids expensive to preac.: ¢ . television;
s>cond, the attention span of the congregation is not long and
is ~hly vulnerable to distraction; a= ~ thir”, a parable does
r -~ neea -~ be long—tradition dictating that its narrative
cructiv= e fi_ 5 its . 7mbols unambig_zzs, its €='7ation
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CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTIONS

. yaree | ageac © "Tr'SCTTITIN, Il peewee Jh7 g
= -voaderful time. Sutt n¢ raitress ¢ | o=~ ~es their 222,
notices that the —-r 2 a .., c..ar, stares at it ol
sneers wi ~ ¢’ ' contempt, ar © & "~ <o asto ol it LLLar-
ing the nature . his tr. sgressic T e tanis hum - ~d
and glares at his ¥ w _ scorn, £z - she is the source of his
shame. She, in tu », ass 25 an e, -°ssion of self-'-2* .ing

‘~ixed with a toucr of se “ »ity. T "5 is he para “2’s begin-
ning: t . presentation of the pro  :m.

The parable continues by showing the ‘e at home using
a detergent that never fails to eliminate dirt around the collars
of men’s shirts. She proudly shows her husband what she is
doing, and he forgives her with an adoring smile. This is the
parable’s middle: the solution of the problem. Finally, we are
shown the couple in a restaurant once again, but this time
they are free of the waitress’s probing eyes and bitter social
chastisement. This is the parable’s end: the moral, the ex-
plication, the exegesis. From this, we should draw the proper
conclusion.

As in all parables, behind the apparent simplicity there
are some profou=- ‘_:as to ponder. . mong the most subtle
ana . nportant is the notion of »~re and how probi.. .s orig-
inate. Embc__-1 " _very belief system there is an assumpt:~=
about the root cause of ~ “[ #=-== _ :I:.. :he varieties . " sinning
take fc ... .n. science, for example, ¢ © s representc _ I su-
perstition. In psychoanalysis, we find it in early, neurotic
transactions with our parents. In Christianity, it is located in
the concept of Ciginal Sin.

In television-commercial parables, the root cause of evil
1s Technological ™ nocence, a failure tc know the particulars
of the beneficent accomplishments of industrial progress. This
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at :ny t'—=, = ‘thoct —arning, ¢~ '~ = © -~ fu foree of their
dis'ntegra.”  action.

T - st_.:o ctriking o er of L2 niligica alcence 1s

a articulz '+ i~rortant feature of »]evision-co~~ercial
- >gy, for it is a constz + rem..cer of the congregation’s
-~ 11e=z _‘Yty. _=- must never be ~~T~.acent or, Worse,
s "“-congratulatory. To attem :to !"e without technological
sof 2'_tication is at all times _.angerous, since the evidence of
~-~g naiveté will always be painfully visible to the vigilant.

vigilant may be a waitress, a friend, a neighbor, or even
a spectral figure—a holy ghost, as it were—who materializes
in your kitchen, from nowhere, to give witness to your slug-
gardly ignorance.

Technological innocence refers not only to ignorance of
detergents, drugs, sanitary napkins, cars, salves, and food-
stuffs, but also to ignorance of technical machinery such as
savings banks and transportation systems. One may, for ex-
amg.2, co. . upon one’s neighbors while on vacation (in tele-
vision-commercial parables, this is always a sign of danger)
and discover that they have invested their money in a certain
bank of whose special interest rates you have been unaware.
This is, of course, a moral disaster, and bot* -ou ana your
vacation are dcomed.

+s de=—-nstrated in the Ring Parable, _.zre is ¢ path to

e~ son, " tit can be entered only on = o conditions.

.= Yirst requires that you be open to advice or social criticism
fr~=1 t~ose v-o are more enlightened. In the Ring Parable,
t. =+ aitress serves the function of counselor, although she is,
-~ _e sure, -.--cting and very zlose to u~‘:ogiving. .1 sC72
2" les, t =ad “ser is rather ~re sarcastic than severe. 3ut
most parables, as for example in all sanitary nz_apkin,
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CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTTIONS

The Innocent are require to accept instruction in the
spirit in which it is offered. T3 ca==2* be stressed enough,
for it instructs the congregation in two lessons simultane-
ously: one must be eager to accept a: ice, and just as eager
to give it. Giving advice is, so to speak, the principal o. '~
gation of the holy. In fact, the ideal religious communit; may

be depicted in images of dozens of people, each in his or her

turn giving and taking advice on technological advances.

The second condition involves one’s willingness to act on
the advice given. As in traditional Christian theology, it is
not sufficient to hear the gospel or even preach it. One’s un-
derstanding must be expressed in good works. In the Ring
Parable, the once-pitiable wife acts almost immediately, and
the parable concludes by showing the congregation the effects
of her action. In the Parable of the Person with Rotten Breath,
of which there are several versions, we are shown a woman
who, ignorant of the technological solution to her problem,
is enlightened by a supportive roommate. The woman takes
the advice without delay, with results we are shown in the
last five seconds: a honeymoon in Hawaii. In the Parable of
the Stupid Investor, we are shown a man who knows not
how to make his money make money. Upon enlightenment,
he acts swiftly and, at the parable’s end, he is rewarded w' °
acar,oratripto ~ -aii, or something approximating peace
of mind.

Because of the compactness of commercial parables, the
ending—that is, the last five seconds—must serve a dual pur-
pose. It is, of course, the moral of the story: if one will act
in such a way, this -ill be the reward. But in being shown
the result, we are also sn. 1 an I=age of Heaven. Ccca-
sionally, as in the Parable of the Lost Traveler’s Checks, we
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a1- _elicious: *hat is, « ~ eaven that is here, no , on earth,
in . 1e ‘~a, an quite Zf:onin Tawail.

_uat _a aiiisonly a convenient rec.t -ings; = vol. Heaven
can, in fact, m¢ al.. and 2nvelop you any' here. In the
Par: hle of the ...z~ k¢~ ans Throug... ~ports, Heaven is
found at a car-rental counter to which the confoundec ™ »n-
ner is shepherded >y an angelic messenger. The expression
of ecstasy on the _unner’s face tells clearly that this m~~ent
is as close to transcendence as he can ever hope for.

Ecstasy is the key idea here, for commercial parables de-
pict the varieties of ecstasy in as much detail as you will find
in any body of religious literature. At the conclusion of the
Parable of the Spotted Glassware, a husband and wife assume
such ecstatic countenances as can only be described by the
word “beatification.” Even in the Ring Parable, which at first
glance would not seem to pose as serious a moral crisis as
~sotted glassware, we are shown ecstasy, pure and serene.
. »d where ecstasy is, so is Heaven. Heaven, in brief, is any
place where you have joined your soul with the Deity—the
Deity, of course, being Technology.

J.st when, as a religious people, we replaced our faith in
traditional ideas of God with a belief in the ennobling force
of Technology is not easy to say. Television commercials
played no role in briug g ¢ -out this transformation, but they
reflect the change, document it, and ¢ ~plify it. ™ =y consti-
tute the most abundant literature we possess of our new spir-
‘-1, commitment. That is why we have a solemn obligation
~~ xeep television commercials under the continuous scrutiny
of ermeneutics.








