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2008 Whatley Award

In memory of George Whatley, a founder and early president of the Popular
Culture Association in the South, the editors and editorial board of Sudiesin Popu-
lar Culture annually recognize the article published in SPC that in their view best
represents the scholarly values Professor Whatley sought for the organization and
for the study of popular culture.

The 2008 Whatley Award winner is

Little America: R. E. M., Howard Finster, and the Southern
"Qutsider Art" Aesthetic

By

Matthew Sutton
The College of William and Mary
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From the Editor

"The Material and Conceptual Conditions of Life"

| came to popular culture through the study of television—a branch of the
drama, part of the great tree of literature (though television is both more and other
than literature, of course). But popular culture encompasses more than the study of
textsin the traditionally defined senses of the word. And so doesthisjournal. This
issue clusters together a number of essays that focus on subjects quite separate
from the normal idea of text or narrative. Though two of the essays do examine
stories or songs, most of the essays are about topics that former editor Dennis Hall
(whom | quote) might have considered “the material and conceptual conditions of
life” Thearray isquite varied, from fast food, to sex-toy marketing parties, to boy
scout badges and radio, to world'sfair press reports, to baby-naming.

For those of uswho focus on narrative texts, we may conceive of theworld
as a narrative created in each mind. It is easy, therefore, to value the narratives
originated (and sustained, in the case of some media such astelevision) by popular
culture's creators. But thisissue reminds us that we should explore popular culture
(and, always, ourselves) in terms of objects and practices as well. Of course, we
may find that when we do so, each object evokes a narrative; every practicetellsa
story.

Inthefirst article of thisissue, Minjoo Oh focuses on fast food—but not in
the usual sense of the term. She invites usto broaden our conception and redefine
fast food, moving through varieties of international food: thetermincludes not only
McDonald's but, for example, Japanese ekiben. Our choices of fast-food eating
practicesalso let ustell astory about ourselves. are we enjoying the contiguities of
multiple cultures? If citizens of a developing country, are we proclaiming ‘ moder-
nity’ by choosing McDonald's? This article on “Fast Food Frontiers’ surveys an
internationally wide variety of options. In the second piece of the issue, “ Sexed
Appeals. Network Marketing Advertising and Adult Home Novelty Parties,” Dawn
Heinecken analyzesthis modern variation on the Tupperware party with attention to
both the economic and sociocultural implications. She points out the narrative of
entrepreneurial independence that combines with advertisements of sexual libera-
tion to involve the mainly female sallers of these products—and she describes the
financial and cultural limitationsin whichthe“passion” isembedded. Selling might
be seen asthe center of the next article aswell. Kathleen Forni's"Popularizing High
Culture: Zemeckis's Beowulf" does analyze the two different texts-- the medieval
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poem and the twenty-first century film; however, it discusses the use of “high cul-
ture” to sell a product. Further, it examines the “conceptual conditions of life” in
terms of theinterplay among the variousforcesthat work on an interpretation of the
text such as that put forth by director Zemeckis, writers Roger Avary and Nell
Gaiman, and all those who worked with them on this performance-capturefilm. And
considering its many versions, what does congtitute the text that is Beowulf? The
next essay, by Stephen Bales and Charlie Gee, focuses on the press devoted to the
1982 Knoxville World's Fair, and reminds us that reports in the popular press are
indeed significant texts in our lives—though not often consciously recognized as
such; and they focus specifically on the cultural reinforcement of certain images of
the“ Other,” particularly the outsider. In thefifth article, Noah Arceneaux explores
an interesting root of radio: the early radio-building work of the Boy Scouts. Their
encouragement of these practices especially because of wartime attitudes towards
technology as defense is part of the overall historical context that Arceneaux care-
fully examines. They were, in fact, considered “Paul Reveres,” expected to warn
the nation of invasion viatheir amateur radios. And Arceneaux asks us to contem-
plate the interplay between users and technology on a broader scale as well. Ron
Briley, in “The Legend of Sacco and Vanzetti,” also |ooks at the interplay between
reception and creation. In one of the two essays in this issue which do focus on
(though they expand beyond) traditional texts, he discussestheliterary, musical, and
filmic representations of Sacco and Vanzetti’slegend, with particular attentionto the
work of Upton Sinclair and Woody Guthrie. But he also asks us to consider the
many attempts to find the historical truth of the story in the context of the demo-
cratic meaning of thelegend. A different kind of meaning-making isthefocus of the
final essay, Claude “Jay” Smith’'s analysis of Americans choice of names for our
children. He canvasses statistical data on the shifts in naming trends; but he goes
much farther in discussing the implications—the motives and consequences—that
naming choices may have.

In al, these articles do explore “the material and conceptual conditions of
life” For atext-centric editor (and perhaps some readers as well), they are are-
minder of the richness of popular culture studies.

As aways, great appreciation is due to those named on the editorial page
and the inside back cover of thisissue. In addition to the members of the editorial
board, we owe thanks to the following for sharing their expertise as reviewers:
David Broad, Alex Bruce, David Fritts, DonnaWaller Harper, Ananya Mukherjea,
John Sutton, and Ed Whitel ock.

RhondaV. Wilcox

Gordon College, Barnesville
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Minjoo Oh

Fast Food Frontiers: I’'ve Got a Feeling
We're Not in KansasAnymore

My friend in Denver was biking to work the other day, shortly before
noon, and he naticed aline of cars so long that it spilled out of a Taco Bell
drive-through and blocked traffic. He marveled at the line, recalling that
the “second-best tacos in the United States’ are sold at a local mom-and-
pop taco stand just six blocks away for about the same price. There's no
drive-through, but the service thereisfast, and thefood is“amillion times
better than any Taco Bell.” He wondered why all these folksweren’t down
at the local store, supporting that local mom-and-pop operation against the
(inter-)nationalized chain.

His story made me wonder about fast food in general. Considering
that so much of the cultural identity of fast food hasto do not simply with
the preparation but al so with the corporate sprawl that dominates so many
of our U.S. places, consumers seem to readily accept the sterile experience
of fast-food chain restaurants even though an alternative with more per-
sonal attention, better quality food, even the same price — that local taco
stand — isjust down the road. But can the mom-and-pop operations prop-
erly be considered fast food? Is the question so easily divided between
national chain and local store, particularly when that chain storeisinfact a
locally owned franchise? Perhaps the question isn't about the outlet as
much as it is about the food. What is fast food anyway? Does it have a

31.2 Spring 2009
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popular definition? Doesit have any definition? Perhaps more compelling:
Where is fast food going? Where do we see the fast food frontiers?

The purpose of thisarticleisto explore more carefully and to expand
our definition of fast food. First | problematize the current notion of fast
food and redefine it by suggesting that fast food is not a personal choice or
lifestyle, but asocietal condition. Second, | look into the international fast
food scene beyond Taco Bell or McDonald's restaurants. These interna-
tional examplesfrom Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam, Japan, Paris, and back
to New York City co-exist side-by-side with the standardized assemblyline
fast food associated with global chains. From these examples, | suggest
that we should shift our way of thinking about fast food and seek some new
models for an expanded understanding of fast food's frontiers.

Thawing Fast Food

“Fast food” is often discussed from a single perspective that pre-
sumesthat it is easily recognized as burgers, fries, soda, and similar items
which are already prepared or quickly prepared for customers. The discus-
sion then readily shifts to the purveyors of these products. multinational
Western companies, such asMcDonald's. For the scholarswho utilize this
perspective, such as George Ritzer (1993), every aspect of fast food is
conveniently explained by reference to rationalization in modern society;
companiesselling fast food reflect the modern tendency of organizationsto
operateunder rulesthat ingtitutionalize predictability, cal culability, efficiency,
and control and that result in a homogenized experience.

Although thisconception of fast food isuseful, itisoverly smplistic,
and in asense amost frozen. It failsto take into account the rapidly chang-
ing contemporary reality of thefast food scene. A discussion that assumes
analysis of McDonald's as a conclusion, rather than as a starting point —
one of many possible starting points— does not serve to devel op abroader
understanding of this eating practice of fast food and itssocial impact. Even
if an analysis of fast food were to focus exclusively on the United States,
thisdiscussionignoresareality in which the practice of fast food is expand-
ing in ways sometimes contrary to McDonald's as a model: small, local
shops also provide fast food, perhaps those same burgers and fries; indi-
viduals even create their own fast foods.

Studiesin Popular Culture
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Fast food in other countries bears only asuperficial comparisonto the
presumptive approach. For example, in Japan, people purchase ekiben,
small lunchboxes available at railroad stations. These lunchboxes contain
various foods all of which are part of traditional Japanese cuisine. The
contents of ekiben vary seasonally and regionally, resulting in thousands of
variations of thisfast food.! While ekiben are fast and convenient like the
food at aMcDonald's, they cannot be explained only through arationaliza-
tion model of modern society, such as Ritzer's McDonaldization thesis. In
Ritzer’'s rationalization model, arich and individualized experience at fast
food restaurantsisalmost impossible. Theultimategoal of rationalizationis
total control over natural (seasonal) and social (regional) environments,
thereby ridding the process of chance: wherever you go, you havethe exact
same burger and the same eating experience. However, the logic of ekiben
isbased not simply on convenience, but also on creating regional pride, not
system-wide uniformity.

An understanding of fast food must reflect the reality of a
postmodern world in which eating practices are multiple and complex. One
must acknowledge, at the outset, that there are no fixed reference points
against which the many practices can be analyzed. Accordingly, a“global
versuslocal” approach to fast food is not and, undoubtedly, never was ad-
equateto explain these practices. Fast food arising from local or traditional
practices coexists with its globalizing counterpart. The ekiben and the
McDonad’'s — the two eating practices — each occupy a space — physi-
cal, organizational, social — intheworld. By arguing that there are multiple
fast-food eating practices and spaces, | do not argue that all are equally
recognized or powerful around the globe. Clearly, McDonald’s has had the
corporate power to dominate space in a way that ekiben does not. And
certainly one's ability to move between various experiences of fast food is
shaped by where one lives (rural vs. cosmopolitan areas) and by on€'s
S0Ci0-economic status.

But my main point isthat these eating spaces are not insul ated; rather
they are contiguous: sitting side-by-side, parallel, overlapping, and evenin-
tersecting. One experiences each spacenotinisolation butinrelationtothe
many other eating spaces. Eat the sushi on Monday and the burger on
Tuesday. OnWednesday, grab somefast food from an eatery selling crepes.
Each food and eatery resides in a space that brings its own context (e.g.,

31.2 Spring 2009
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cultural and social practices) but each also hasameaning giventoit. With-
out these multiple spaces, which implicitly deny any fixed reference point,
“fast food” haslittle broader meaning or existence as a distinguishable con-
cept for analysis.

Yet the context and the meaning of the spaces arein flux and destabi-
lized as one proceeds through the contiguous spaces. Between and around
the existing spaces new contiguities arise with the generation of new spaces.
The continuous (re-)generation of experience, eating practices, and, inturn,
new context and meaning undermine the single perspective on fast food
(e.g., Ritzer) alluded to earlier. Themultiplicity of spacesand theinstability
of contexts and meanings are, like the world in which we form our identi-
ties, constantly in astate of becoming, constantly pushing thefrontier, con-
stantly uprooting the seeming comfort of the spaces that become familiar
like home.

Swept from her own home by the storm, Dorothy istransported to the
Land of Oz, which holds all sorts of fantastical creatures and monsters and
magical sights. Dorothy saysto Toto, “I’ ve got afedling we' re not in Kan-
sas any more.” Her simple perspective on the world accurately portrays
this uprooted social landscape that most contemporary peopl e experience.
At the end of the film, having made her way back to her smple and plain
farmin Kansas, ajubilant Dorothy exclaims, “ There'sno place like home!”
However, unlikethe movie, in our modern reality, Dorothy wouldn’t be able
toreturn. The simple home space we perceive no longer exists, because we
cannot avoid dliding through the spaces of the world, coexisting with the
dangerous and safe, the monstrous and magical.

Walking down the street today, we encounter a movable feast of pos-
siblefast foodsfromlocal and national providers: tacosand burgers, coffee
shops and bakeries, or falafel stands and sandwiches. A seemingly simple
world of food has exploded beyond our imaginations. But what is that
explosion and where doesiit carry usin this globalized world?

From Fat to Fast: Changing Popular Conceptionsof Fast Food

The concept of fast food is being revised amost daily despite the
routine academic critique that focuses on assemblyline burgers, fries, tacos,
and other foods sold at McDonald's or Taco Bell. Throughout popular

Studiesin Popular Culture
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media— in magazines, on television, on webpages — the public has been
changing the content of fast food and effectively subverting the academic
discussion. Thisrevisionis(re-)discovering “new” fast foodsin old places.
Thegrocery store sellsfresh fruit, aprepackaged organic soup, or ahandful
of simple ingredients that can be assembled in various recipesin just few
minutes.

The common image of fast food generally involves a customer walk-
ing up to acounter or using adrive-through, reading the menu, placing and
paying for an order, and in a matter of minutes receiving that order. The
person usually takes the order out of the building or sits down and quickly
consumesthe purchase on premises. By thisdefinition, the customer rarely
lingers over the purchase — it is a speedy process. But is “speedy” the
defining characteristic? What about my favorite gas station foods, such as
pulled barbegue pork at Shell, tandoori at BP, or chicken-on-a-stick at Mobil?
They are fast and — I've got to admit — delicious. Are these fast foods
because they’re purchased (and perhaps eaten) quickly?

Defining fast food itself becomes an interesting social practice that
can be observed. Answers.com definesfast food by the type of food: “ Fast
foods are convenience foods that can be prepared and served very quickly
... . Fast foods include salty french fries, beefburgers, fried chicken, and
pizzas with a thick cheese covering.”? This definition resembles one on
uptoll.net: “Fast food is usually finger food that can be eaten quickly and
without cutlery. Fast food often consists of fish and chips, sandwiches, pi-
tas, hamburgers, breaded chicken, French fries, chicken nuggets, pizza or
ice cream . . .."® These definitions, with an emphasis on “finger food"/
"fast food” criteria, would cover my friend’s favorite local taco stand.

A different website, eHow.com, offers a complementary but compet-
ing understanding. “ Expand your definition of fast food: sub sandwichesor
wraps with lean meat (no cheese, no mayo), burritos (no cheese, no sour
cream), Greek kebabs or pitas, and Japanese bento boxes (ask for low-
sodium soy sauce) are tasty, convenient alternatives to the usual burgers
and fries.”* The website goes even further: “stock up on ‘fast food’ while
grocery shopping: cottage cheese, yogurt, minicarrots (peeled and washed),
and fresh fruit.” Now fast food sounds morelike“ conveniencefood,” which
is designed to save consumers time in the kitchen by requiring minimal
preparation, typically just heating. Some of these are packaged for along

31.2 Spring 2009
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shelf lifewith littleloss of flavor and nutrients. For eHow.com, foods such
as canned soup, TV dinners, macaroni and cheese, an oven-baked whole
chicken, and pre-washed salad packages are all fast food.

The (re-)definition of fast food even comes from some of America's
best-known chefs such as Jacques Pépin, with his 2004 PBS-TV seriesand
companion cookbook, both entitled Jacques Pépin: Fast Food My Way.5
For Pépin, fast food isvery smplecuisine. In one of the interviews, Pépin
contrasts his fast food to conventional fast food:

Conventionally, fast food is associated with processed food.
My food is usually easy and fast to prepare, but it is not pro-
cessed food; | use fresh and, occasionally, canned ingredients
but certainly never processed food full of all kindsof chemicals.
| try to use organic ingredients whenever possible. A simple
tomato salad with fresh basil and red onion, for example, isafast-
food recipe as| definethe term.

Another Pépin example of fast food isablack bean soup: “emulsifying
acan of black beansin afood processor with garlic, olive oil and Tabasco
sauce and then finishing it with agarnish of sour cream, cilantro and some
sliced bananaor crushed tortillas.” Pépin saysthat this black bean soup is
a great, very fast, cold soup. He even recommends that we stock our
pantries with cans; “canned white beans, anchovies, tomatoes or peaches
can be put to good use in creating countless recipes.”

The recommendations from eHow.com and Pépin seem to represent
the current fad. Popular health experts such as the Mayo Clinic and the
National Institutes of Health emphasize that “fast food” is no problem if
consumers choose nutritious, healthy fast food.® Were those lines at Taco
Bell about healthy choiceswhen inexpensive, fast, and good tacoswere just
blocks away? From this perspective, the Taco Bell consumers arelazy and
ignorant, and they need the experts’ advice: choose grilled over fried, exer-
cise, don't use so much salad dressing. Inthiscurrent rhetoric of “healthy
fast food,” then, the key to answering my initial question (why do people
readily accept the sterile experience of fast-food chain restaurantswhile an
alternative with more personal attention and better quality, and perhapseven
more nutrition, yet the same priceisjust down the road?) isto make awise
“personal” choice.’

Studiesin Popular Culture
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McDonaldization: fast food asa general processof rationaliza-
tion in moder n society

George Ritzer (1993) pointed to a much bigger picture around the
fast-food phenomenon, apicture that goes beyond anindividual choice. For
Ritzer, what happens in fast-food chains (in terms of speed and conve-
nience) isapart of what happensin modern society in general: arelentless
process of rationalization. Borrowing Max Weber's concept of arational-
ization process, Ritzer coined theterm “McDonaldization,” where predict-
ability, calculability, efficiency, and control aretherules of any modern so-
cial organizations. And the fast-food industry has become both a model of
and a metaphor for this general process. Ritzer's understanding of fast
food challengestheidea of anindividual’s “ignorant” choice of unhealthy
fast food. With structural and relentless standardization, people become
passive consumers. millions buy fast food daily without considering where
this food came from or how it was made. Eric Schlosser, in his book Fast
Food Nation: The Dark Sde of the All-American Meal (2001), describes
aubiquitous U.S. fast-food scene— the“rush of cold air...the backlit color
photographs above the counter” (Schlosser, 2001:4) — which has become
ordinary. “The whole experience of buying fast food has become so rou-
tine, so thoroughly unexceptional and mundane, that it is now taken for
granted” (2001:4).

That standardized experience has spilled over to social relations; em-
ployer-mandated, scripted interactions at the fast-food counter convey the
illusion of quality serviceto the customer, whileallowing employeesto main-
tain social distance and impersonality (Leidner 1993). Comparably, Chen
and Wang (2002) argue that both workers and customers are socialized in
now-standard consumption behavior: the moment westepintoaMcDonad's
outlet, customers are welcomed by “ standards’: standardized service, even
standardized smiles and greetings from the crew. From floorplan to recipe,
fast-food outlets are thoroughly calculated and standardized to conform to
motion studies of workersinfood preparation. Inreturn, customersfollow
the exact standardized script: queue up to order, take the food to the table,
and clean up before leaving.

For these authors, to understand fast food, we must account for the
general process of standardization and socialization which constructs not

31.2 Spring 2009

7 % 5/6/2009, 11:16 AM



iR T"EEEN e H B = HEE

“ ‘ 31.20h2.pmd

8 Minjoo Oh

only fast food norms of what aproper and pleasant meal experience should
be, but also the mechanisms to measure and sustain those norms. The
formal rationality that promotes efficiency, continuity of operation, speed,
precision, and calculation of result doesnot allow for any other form of fast
food such as the local or mom-and-pop outlets. For Max Weber, this pro-
cessisso effective and convenient for all of usthat it will eventually domi-
nate the entire culture and become the only remaining and valid norm for all
organization in modern society. Thisframefor understanding fast food sug-
gests that the controlling (or the standardization process) mechanisms re-
ducethediversity of local cuisineand eventually kill all local fast-food eat-
eries.

Arguments about homogeni zation or the McDonaldization of culture,
including eating practices, appeal to people who have experienced the tre-
mendous changes in eating habits over the last three decades. The
McDonaldization thesis highlights the growing sameness of cultural prac-
tices around the world, how cultural practices have been submerged by
consumerism, and how practicesfollow the circulation of capital, channeled
through multinational corporations. The picture of sameness has been €lo-
guently drawn by Schlosser. “ Over thelast three decades,” Schlosser writes,
“fast food hasinfiltrated every nook and cranny of American society. An
industry that began with ahandful of modest hot dog and hamburger stands
in southern California has spread to every corner of the nation, selling a
broad range of foodswherever paying customersmay befound” (Schlosser,
2001: 2-3).

All U.S. mallsand main streets, Schlosser continues, feature the same
eateries, coffee shops, shoe stores, car repair places, optical chains, depart-
ment and specialty stores, and hotels. “From the maternity ward at a Co-
lumbia/HCA hospital to an embalming room owned by Service Corporation
International — the world's largest provider of death-care services, based
in Houston, Texas, which since 1968 has grown to include 3,823 funeral
homes, 523 cemeteries, and 198 crematoriums, and which today handles
the final remains of one out of every nine Americans — a person can now
go from the cradle to the grave without spending a nickel at an indepen-
dently owned business” (Schlosser, 2001: 6).
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Spicing up the conception of “fast food” : theinter national scene

Although speaking specifically about the United States, Schlosser’s
depiction seemsto beincreasingly common around the world. A new form
of capitalismthat is supranational in scope and organi zation but relentlessly
U.S. in style and power is turning the world, to use Benjamin Barber’s
formulation, into a“ global theme park, one M cWorld tied together by com-
munications, information, entertainment, and commerce. Caught between
Babel and Disneyland, the planet isfalling precipitously apart and coming
reluctantly together at the very same moment” (Barber, 1996: 6). This
disheartening and bleak picture surely iswhat most of us experience when
it seemsthat the monstrosity of theworldisabout to overwhelmus. Barber’s
argument is not just of anew world “coming together” but one of conver-
gence without a difference. He does not think that, in the long run, the
warring tribes (“Jihad”) can hold out against McWorld (Barber, 1996: 9).

As strong as the arguments about homogenization and
McDonaldization are, the realities of postmodern culture and eating prac-
tices are far more subtle and complex. In fact, the fast-food chains that
Schlosser and Barber paint are not the only — or even the primary —
sources of fast food in most of the world. Rather, alternatives such as an
individual mom-and-pop store or a street-cart are the eateries that often
providethe fast food. The diversity of these fast-food outlets complicates
and challengesthe simple version of fast food associated with international
companies.

For instance, Giselle Yasmeen (2000) provides a different picture of
fast food, giving abrief overview of the erosion of traditional eating habits
and the growth of new practices of food preparation and consumption in
Thailand. Yasmeen describes how urbanization, the spread of capitalist prac-
tices, and the growing proportion of men and, in particular, women in the
paid labor force prompted a shift from family-based food production and
consumption into the commaodification of food through new forms of retail-
ing and new spaces and practices of eating. Practices of “public eating”
and the spread of “prepared foods” substitute for thetraditional practices of
private eating and in-house food preparation. The result isthe emergence
and growth of a“fast foodshop sector where food is available anywhere,
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anytime — an important attribute in a city [Bangkok] where traffic is
gridlocked during rush hours” (Yasmeen, 2000: 367).
Women can be seen stopping at afood shop in the evenings on
their way homefrom work to pick up dinner for the family, main
coursesare placed in small plastic bagswith rice being prepared
easily at home in a rice cooker... For typically middle-class
Bangkokians— particularly women who tend to beimpeccably
dressed — frequenting cool, comfortable establishmentsis the
most desirableoption. Their male cohorts|...] enjoy ‘slumming’
in stallsand outdoor restaurantswhere they can sit at long tables,
eat spicy dishesand drink vast quantities of whiskey. Working-
classmen, such astuk-tuk drivers, do the samebut arelimited to
lessexpensivevenues. Since'‘proper’ Thai women do not drink
alcohoal in public, they engageinadightly different pattern. Their
habit isto go out with agroup of friends, women or mixed-com-
pany, to a suan ahaan or arestaurant in ashopping centre. The
urban masses are, for the most part, of humble economic means
and purchase food on the streets and soi [sidestreets] from ven-
dors both mobile and stationary, and small food-shops
specialising in noodles, curried dishes or other fare. (Yasmeen,
2000: 367-8)

Yasmeen draws a picture of a myriad “small ubiquitous fast food-
shops” spread throughout Bangkok, and which can be seen throughout the
country’scities. Stationary carts, bicyclistswith roaming mini-kitchens, and
individuals with basketsfill the alleys, empty lots, and streets. These ven-
dors serve everything one might want: golden crepes, coconut hotcakes,
hot-and-sour soup with noodles, or, more complex to prepare, a dish like
stewed pork-leg served over rice with pickled vegetables.® Even aong the
waterways, vendorsin boats sell noodle dishes.

It isapicture visible not just in Thailand's capital but, according to
Yasmeen, in most large cities of Southeast Asia. Indonesia has a wide
variety of street foods similarly sold from carts, baskets, and small stalls:
bakso, served in a bowl with noodles, tofu, eggs, and some fried meat; a
simplefriedtofu; or gudeg, madefrom jackfruit and using traditional Javanese
cooking. Another food, soto, is a soup-like dish of broth and vegetables,
and includes meat such as beef or chicken; soto varies regionally and eth-
nically across the country.® In the streets of Vietham, one can buy awide
range of foods, such as pho, a beef noodle soup; bate gan, a pastry filled
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with minced pork; or simply fresh fruits. Some vendors have not only the
baskets of ready-made foods and pastries, but al so mini-kitchenswith soup
stock, noodles, meats, and vegetables, plus all the typical herbs and spices,
al of which they carry around in a search for customers.'°

Theseimages of fast food on the busy streets of Thailand, Indonesia,
and Vietnam take a different appearance in the train stations of Japan —
oneinlinewith thetraditional food practicesof the Japanese. Paul Noguchi,
inan articlesuggestively titled “ Savor Slowly: ‘ Ekiben’ — the Fast Food of
High-Speed Japan” (1994), examines the emergence and growth of a spe-
cific type of Japanese fast food mentioned above: railroad station box-
lunches. Theselunches consist of small boxes containing avariety of food
items, all part of traditional Japanese cuisine, sold in railroad stations and
trains all over the country. One of these boxes, called makunouchi, con-
tains, for example, “ every singleitem of cooked food considered necessary
or representative of Japanese taste: small pieces of fish and beef, baked or
fried, seasoned with soy sauce; omelettes; well-cooked seaweed and veg-
etables; cucumber or radish pickles; and a sliced piece of an apple or an
orange,” all complemented with whiterice (Noguchi, 1994: 318).

While ekiben comein countless stylesand ingredients, they are mostly
inthe style of the basic bento, lunchbox, which issold at convenience stores,
supermarkets, and kiosks. The basic bento lookslike ashallow box divided
into sectionswith different kinds of food along with aportion of rice. Ekiben
is a kind of bento sub-genre. The ekiben tradition originated in the late
1800s as the rail network spread throughout Japan. Local stations com-
peted to offer bentos to the passengers and to show off their local delica
cies. Passengers looked forward to the different flavors as a major part of
the adventure of travel. Originaly, they were sold by peddlers to passen-
gers who called out to them from the train windows. Later, speed became
thefocusof thetrain schedules, and it becameimpossibleto stop long enough
to buy the local ekiben, but the station continues. Express trains and
shinkansen bullet trains serve them on their snack trolleys. Some say that
bento has been served as the fuel that drives Japan and a solution to the
problem of dining on therun.™*

Still today, the contents of ekiben vary according to the geographical
location where the boxes are prepared and to the changing availability of
food throughout the year. For instance, ika-meshi, squid (ika) stuffed with
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rice and then simmered in a sweet and salty broth, is sold at the Hokkaido
station. Shamoji kaki-meshi, stewed oystersonrice served in arice-paddle-
shaped container, is available at the Hiroshima station. The myriad combi-
nations remain a culinary adventure: Shumai Bento, steamed dumplings
and stewed bamboo shootsat the Yokohama station; Masu-no-zushi, pressed
shushi topped with trout and wrapped in bamboo leaves at the Toyama
station; Kani-meshi, crab on rice flavored with crab juice at the Fukui sta-
tion; Gyu-tan meshi, dlices of grilled beef tongue and pickles on rice at the
Sendai station; Hamaguri don, stewed hamaguri clamson rice at the Chiba
station; Yukidaruma bento, egg and minced meat over koshihikari rice at
the Niigara station. Hippari-dako meshi, steamed octopus in a container
shaped like an octopus pot at the Nishi Akashi station.

Noguchi contrasts ekiben with the U.S. version of fast food. Like
fast food everywhere, Noguchi notes, ekiben affords “accessibility, quick
sarvice, relief from having to cook at home, reliability, and low cost” (Noguchi,
1994: 317). But while U.S. fast food is a “ gastronomic atrocity of empty
calories, provided in antiseptic settings by depersonalized service” which
result in a uniform eating experience, ekiben are “tasty as well as nutri-
tious’ (Noguchi, 1994: 317). Furthermore, the regional variations of the
box-lunches “invite the enjoyment of local topography and culinary art via
travel by train, offering the opportunity to enjoin the sensory appreciation of
eye and palate with place” (Noguchi, 1994: 318). The consumption of
these box-lunches is widespread. During the late 1970s, Japanese men
and women consumed about two million boxes aweek. By the mid-1980s,
the number had grown to twelve million boxesdaily, sold in 1,600 different
varieties; and by the early 1990s, 2,200 varietiesin 360 stations (Noguchi,
1994 319).

Clearly, the picture that unfoldsfrom thetrain stationsin Japan differs
from the one that emerges in the lanes and sidewalks of Thailand, Indone-
sia, and Vietnam. But as ideas of fast food, the street fast food and train
station fast food involve avery similar form. These stylesincorporate and
maintain variety, diversity, and astrong connectionto traditional, local prac-
tices. Themultiplicity and diversity of fast food in these exampl es contrasts
with the regularity and homogeneity of the pervasive fast-food chain res-
taurantsin the United States. Variationsin food preparation from small shop
tosmall shop or fromrail stationto rail stationintheAsian cities— Bangkok,
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Ho Chi Minh City, or Jakarta— stand out in their varietiesin sizes, looks,
furnishings, service and offerings.

The settings are not the antiseptic and depersonalized establishments
inthe main streetsand malls of U.S. cities, nor the total estrangement from
region and from seasonal rhythm. Virtually nothing resemblestherational-
ization of multi-corporation globalized fast food. The comparative eating
experiences in the different places are amost diametrically opposed. A
grassroots element continues to pervade the new practices of eating in the
large Southeast Asian cities, an element absent from the U.S.-based fast-
foodindustry.

This difference in actual experience does not mean that local and
multinational corporations have no influence whatsoever. Large, but not
necessarily U.S., multinational corporations dominate both the production
and the wholesale distribution of food. Yasmeen mentions the dominance
of a Thai-based multinational corporation, Charoen Popchand, in the pro-
duction and supply of meat. The corporation’s reach stretches to many
neighboring countriesincluding China. Moreover, small retailersincreas-
ingly useingredients prepared by large conglomerates, apractice that helps
the retailers gain time and money.

These examples of fast food in Asiareveal a very different view of
“fast food.” It isin some ways congruent with the image of fast food that
Schlosser and Barber painted. Yet in many ways it is different, perhaps
even completely at oddswith their images of M cDonal dization and homog-
enization. The picture of fast food in Southeast Asiais not ssimply that of
“tradition” fighting for itssurvival inthe face of theimperialism of multina-
tional capitalism. They are certainly not the forces of jihad waging a war
against McWorld; nor arethey an expression of “ethnic revivals’ witnessed
today around the world, although they are inevitably alittle of those, too.
Rather, the pictureisof adifferent form of fast food generated by both local
and global corporations— aform that follows a different line of develop-
ment, one connected to local practices and traditions, yet which is equally
tied to late twentieth-century capitalism. The practices express a different
linein the development of capitalism, onethat generates apractical reality
that haslittlein common with the onethat emergesin the United States; yet
areality that equally followsfrom alogic of capital and that, in Japan, exists
side by side with, not in opposition to, the U.S. practices of fast food. And
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indeed, instead of negating one another, the two pictures and the two reali-
tiesexist side by side.

For what we have in view is the co-existence and co-presence of
multiple social spaces, each entailing very different cultural and social prac-
tices — and evincing very different experiences — of eating fast food.
Indeed, U.S.-stylefast food, from McDonald' sto Starbucks, isby no means
absent from thelandscape of Asian citiesin general. Yasmeen, for instance,
reports on the spread of U.S.-stylefast-food eateriesin the mallsand office
centers in and around Bangkok — places patronized mostly by middle-
class, female office workers. But these eateries have not eclipsed the
multiplicity of small food-shops where the practices of eating out among
Bangkokianstake place. They have surfaced alongside the native forms of
fast food, bringing in new foods, new tastes, and new ways of eating, as
well asthe tendenciesto homogenization, uniformity, and depersonalization
of U.S.-style fast food.

Thediversity and contiguity of eating practicesis definitely not exclu-
siveto East Asian cities. All of these, though again with unique manifesta-
tions, can be seen side-by-side when we take awalk through the streets of
Parisor New York City. McDonald'sisthere, but soisthe French counter-
part, the small, ubiquitous food-shops such as one encounters in Bangkok.
Asone strollsthrough the Parisian boulevards, little stalls selling crepes or
all kinds of sandwiches in baguettes pop up here and there. Fast foods are
everywhere, from the small patisserie to the chocolate and candy bars.
Restaurants that resemble temples of food follow one ancther. Traditional
foods, in the boulangeries and patisseries, in the bistros, and in the food
markets, areasalive asthey have ever been. And new combinationsemerge:
French mall-like food-courts have a cosmopolitan aspect that brings to-
gether aunique mix of cuisines and customers. One can take abreak from
avisit tothe Louvre museumto have lunch inthe underground mall. There,
one will find amix of fast-food stores quite unlike the ones in the United
States, Bangkok, or Tokyo: coming together are the pizza and Mexican
food, Spanish tapas, Moraccan couscous, or French pétés. And as one sits
in the crowded dining space, one virtually shares one's food with people
from around the world: Germans, Italians, Spanish, Greek, Japanese, Chi-
nese, Argentineans, Senegalese, Nepalese, and even a few French. Yes,
indeed, it is adifferent experience of fast food.
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This Parisian fast food scene bears a resemblance to many cosmo-
politan cities such as New York City or Tokyo. On arecent trip to New
York City, | noticed these so-called international scenes herein the U.S.*2
New York’sfinancial district isoften achaotic market of vendors, workers,
and tourists, all from around the world. There are the storefronts with, for
example, aMcDonald’'s and a Starbucks on nearly every block. Numerous
international restaurants (Cuban, Asian and south Asian, Greek, etc.) and
deliswith international fare that must meet the mealtime deadlines of this
busy district are squeezed into afew small blocks.

And evenin late December’s cold, there are carts available offering a
wide variety of foods. Some cartsarrive at 3 am. to set up breakfast fare,
including coffee, tea, donuts, danish, bagels, and similar foods. They are
gone by 10 or 11 am. But in the interim, the main shift (so to speak) has
arrived and is selling breakfast foods for the later arriving workers and
preparing for the lunchtime crowd.

In the space of one small Broadway block, more than adozen vendors
areliningthe sidewalks, displaying LED signsflashing “ open” or umbrellas
announcing specific hotdog brands. Thefareislargely identical acrossthe
carts, as are the menu-like pictures displayed, suggesting asingle supplier,
even if not a single owner. Middle-Eastern or Mediterranean dishes are
common: falafel sandwichesor platters; gyroswith lamb, chicken, or beef;
grape leaves; chicken with rice or kebobs with various meats, or more
descriptively on some carts, “chicken on a stick.” A few vendors promi-
nently inform customersthat they sell halal (food permissible under ISlamic
law) meats. Mixed in amongst the offerings at carts are the seemingly
“usual” fast foods. hamburgers, Philly cheesesteaks, or hot dogs and sau-
sage.

Onthe other side of the Broadway block isalonecart selling Mexican
foods, such asnachos, quesadillas, or burritos, and posting asign for “veggie
lovers.” Another cart sells prepackaged lunches: sandwiches, parmagianas,
eggplant, or baked ziti. Several carts also specifically sell fresh fruits,
smoothies, or power fruit-drinkswith special additives: bee pollen, protein,
B-vitamin complex, or ginseng. You can even decide in advance what you
want from the cart’s website.

Despite the lunchtime rush of workers and tourists, some carts have
short or no lines; others have twenty-person lineswaiting for service. There
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clearly are favored vendors who know their customers by face, if not by
name. One cart displays newspaper articles about new companionship
between falafel competitorsafter theterrorist attack on September 11, 2001.
The owner of one cart, who has been on the block for seventeen years,
displays an article identifying it as one of the twenty-best food cartsin the
city; there'salong line of customers chatting together or on cell-phones, or
reading areport for an after-lunch meeting.

Anthony Bourdain, a well-known TV chef, talks about the best res-
taurants in New York City in his recent book, The Nasty Bits. He started
with pastrami sandwich at Katz's Deli, pizzaat Di Fara, and sushi at Yasuda.
But for Bourdain, “the ultimate New York dining experience, however, may
not be in arestaurant at all” (2006: 80). Rather, it is at home in his apart-
ment: “I'll eat directly out of that classic New York vessel, the white card-
board [Chinese] takeout container, and watch a rented movie from nearby
Kim'sVideo” (Ibid.). Even abad hot dog with awarm, watery beer can be
deliciousif you are at Shea Stadium and the Mets are winning.

Each of these eating places and practices— from the soi of Bangkok
to New York’sWall Street — reflects aspace, physical, organizational, and
social. Thespacesall contributeto our understanding of fast food. Insome
ways they also undermine the effort to capture what fast food is. How we
understand their similaritiesand differences, their overlapping and separate
practices, when experiencing the realm of fast food eating practicesisthe
key to unlocking the future of what fast food is.

Resetting thetablethrough contiguity

Perhaps the notion of contiguity offers an apt metaphor for concep-
tualizing fast food. Contiguity isabout spaces of discontinuity and hetero-
geneity, bringing together meanings from sometimesincommensurabl e so-
cial experiences, from unsettling or ambiguous social spaces. The exist-
ence of each space “sets up unsettling juxtapositions of incommensurate
objectswhich challengethe way wethink, especially theway our thinkingis
ordered” (Hetherington, 1997: 42). Aswe see from the variations of fast
foods — the fatty vs. the healthy, the corporate sterility vs. the street cart
— each effort to define what fast food is omits something. Yet, each effort
also existsside-by-sidein acondition of simultaneity.
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Michel Foucault articul ates these spaces where multiple and yet con-
tradictory dimensions co-exist. To quote Foucaullt:

Wearein the epoch of simultaneity: weareinthe epoch of juxta-
position, the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the
dispersed. We are at the moment. . . when our experience of the
worldislessthat of along life devel oping through timethan that
of a network that connects point and intersects with its own
skein. (Foucault, 1986: 22)

The features of Foucault’s epoch —"simultaneity” and “juxtaposi-
tion,” the “near and the far,” the “side by side,” and the “dispersed” — all
apply to the nature of the experience of contemporary eating practices of
fast food. The multiple, unstable, non-linear realities of eating practices of
fast food emerge from their contiguity to postmodern realities.

According to Foucault, then, spaces are not fixed; just as the context
and meaning of one eating space can be in flux, these spaces always have
multiple meanings for multiple agents. Inthissense, eating practicescan be
taken as sites in which new ways of experimenting with ordering a society
aretried out. They are thus arenas in which the new emerges. And they
also are ameans by which we create an “ otherness,” which does not exist
initself but rather asarelation between, acontrast against, different spaces.

Contiguity should not be confused with hybridization: the combination
of cuisines. Contiguity is the co-existence of multiple cuisines, while hy-
bridization involves a process of merging foods from different places to
generate anew cuisine. The combination of European and Asian spicesin
California cuisine, the preparation of sushi with non-Asian ingredients, or
the preparation of sandwiches on French croissants, are examples of hy-
bridization. In hybridization, one experiences a combination of tastes, a
mixing of flavors, definitely an expansion of gastronomical experience, which
extends boundaries but hardly reshapes their markings. In contiguity, one
experiences fragmentation, contradictions, and contestationsin their mean-
ings, which challengesthenotion of fast food itself. Inthisglobalized world,
eating (and social and physical) landscapes have become more indetermi-
nate in their meanings.

Ultimately, my own set of examples above — McDonald’'s and
minicarrots, ekiben and Middle Eastern — has to be modulated. For, as|
have aready alluded to, we should not assume that any of the spacesthat |
have described or mentioned has any more of a permanently fixed eating
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practicethan it doesacontext or meaning. Juxtaposition of multiple eating
practices challenges the meanings of those features to which they refer in
the surrounding society. The direction that | take here in looking at the
future of fast food stresses the properties of contiguity and juxtaposition as
discussed above.

Fast Food Frontiers: I'vegot afeelingwe' renot in Kansas
anymore

A particular type of “fast food” has no fixed meaning or importancein
itself — its meaning derives from its position, timing, and frequency in a
succession of eating practices. While for one person fast food can be
experienced as asimple parenthesis— an escape from healthy eating or an
occasional “treat”—to another it can represent a sign of weakness. (Guilty
pleasures!) In the context of a regimented diet, fast food can become an
act of subversion, a vehicle of resistance or rebellion. The meaning of a
home-cooked family meal to aperson accustomed to eating aloneis differ-
ent from its meaning to someone who is used to eating out with her family
and still different from the meaning to someone who eats at home with her
family every evening. Any changeinthe sequencing, rhythm, or frequency
of the practice would inevitably destabilize its accepted meaning. For in-
stance, for many peoplein underdevel oped countries, McDonald'sbecomes,
among other things, asymbol of insertion into the world, in which casethe
experience of eating at McDonald's generates a sense of “being modern.”
McDonald's helpsto shape an identity as“ modernindividuals’ — identity
that clasheswith amultiplicity of other identitiesthat constantly contest and
subvert it.

| suggest that, in modern societies, the differences between fast-food
and traditional - (or local-) food eating practices no longer signify asimple
division. Thewiderange and quality of stylistic modes and the broad array
of choices afforded to us nowadays display an openness and fragmentation
unprecedented in the history of global food conventions. The differences
no longer separate self from other, or center from margins. An identity
formationfor fast food isafunction, in part, of multiple subject positionsthat
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coherein contradiction and, in part, of continuousmirroring effectsafforded
by context.

At the same time as this relevance is rising, however, thereis reason
to be concerned that the practical and theoretical understanding of eating
practicesin fast food is being muddled and misconstrued either by the bag-
gageof tradition, by older definitionsthat no longer fit the changing contexts
of the contemporary moment, or by faddish buzzwords that substitute an
apparently current relevance for deeper understanding. Thus it becomes
urgent to open the topic to creative redefinition and expansion in new direc-
tions and to resist any attempt to narrow or confine its scope.

MinjooOh
University of Mississippi

Endnotes

1 The website EKEBEN ROOM, http://www.nre.co.jp/english/ekiben/
index.htm, (last visited June 5, 2008) contains aclickable map showing what kinds
of lunchboxes are available in each railroad station in eastern Japan. For example,
whenweclick on the Nagaoka station, we can see severa different kinds of season-
ally available lunchboxes, including squid, two different kinds of crab, and two
different kinds of fish.

2 http://www.answers.com/topi c/fast-food?cat=entertainment (last visited
July 14, 2008).

3 http://www.uptoll.net/generic_wiki.php?g=fast_food (last visited July 14,
2008).

4 http://www.ehow.com/how_108891 buy-healthy-fast.html (last visited July
14, 2008).

5 Gordon Ramsay, afamous TV chef, urges preparation of fast food at home
in hisnew cookbook Fast Food: Recipesfrom* TheF Word” (2007): “ Throw away
the takeaway menus, ready meals and convenience foods!” He claims that these
days everyone wants fast food but at the same time they want to eat well. So, his
cookbook offers all kinds of fast food recipes, from five-minute snacks to ten-
minute main courses. Ramsay claims that his cookbook is “for the way we live
today.”

5 Despite an emphasis on “healthy,” some people would still reject the con-
cept of “fast food” simply because it embodies a lifestyle deemed unhealthy. The
Slow Food movement, which is both an organization and a philosophy, promotes
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ideals and principles which run counter to the frequently heard U.S. attitudes to-
ward both food and life. Slow Food emphasizesliterally “slowing down™ at every
step of the process of growing, cooking, and eating food. This slowing down
begins with products from organic farms utilizing sustainable farming systems.
The products are then sold locally at farmers’ markets for preparation of fresh,
home-cooked meals. The Slow lifestyle discourages highly processed foods or
foodswhoseoriginisnot local or regional. Standardization and homogeneity areto
be shunned, while diversity, regionality, and authenticity are to be embraced. In
short, the Slow Food philosophy hasthe goal of ahealthier state of being for mind,
body, Earth. To quote Carlo Petrini in The Case for Taste (2001: xii), “here at the
table lies the template for the preservation of human rights and the environment.”

" Therecent mega-hit documentary, “ Super SizeMe” (2004), walksthrougha
similar line of argument; “If you determine to change your lazy lifestyle, you can
also behealthy.” Whileit might not be the filmmaker’sintention, thefilm certainly
leaves room for such interpretation.

8 Kasma Loha-unchit, Thai Fast Food: Crowded Sidewalks and Waterways,
http://www.thaifoodandtravel.com/features/streetf.html (last visited June 9, 2008);
Michael Babcock, Eating Out in Thailand, http://www.thaifoodandtravel.com/fea-
tures/eatout.html (last visited June 9, 2008).

% “Indonesia Street Food,” http://www.my-indonesia.info/
page.php?ic=1127&id=3244 (last visited June 9, 2008).

10 Sheridan Rogers, “Vietnamese Street Food,” http://www.travel lady.com/
| ssues/I ssueB80/800-vietnamese.htm (last visited June 9, 2008).

11 See website Ekiben Room, http://www.nre.co.jp/english/ekiben/index.htm
(last visited June 5, 2008). Anthony Bourdain (2006:14) also makesasimilar argu-
ment: “But isfast food inherently evil? | sthe convenient nature of the beast bad, in
and of itself? Decidedly no: fast food — which traditionally solvesvery real prob-
lems of working families, familieswith kids, business people on the go, the casually
hungry — can be good food. If you walk down astreet in Saigon, or visit an open-
air market in Mexico, you' |l seethat aquick, easy meal, often enjoyed standing up,
doesnot haveto be part of the hideous, generic sprawl of soul-destroying sameness
that stretchesfrom strip mallsin San Diego, acrossthe U.SA....."

12 Author’sfield notes, December 2007.
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PCAS/ACAS 2009 Conference Call for Proposals

2009 Conference
Wilmington, North Carolina
October 1-3, 2009

The Popular Culture Association in the South and the American
Culture Association inthe South meet every year to present and discuss
ideasabout popular culture—regiond, nationwide, and worldwide. This
year, presentations pertaining to gender infilm, horror and fantasy ontele-
vision, comic-book movies, thelegacy of Updike, and theeraof Obama
areof particular interest. Suggestionsfor thematic panelsarewelcome;
contact the Program Chair for further information.

Please send your proposal title, an abstract of 200 wordsor less,
and requestsfor audiovisual equipment (overhead projector or DV D/
V CR/monitor only; no LCD projectorsavailable) to the Program Chair,
Jonathan Lampley, at pcasacas@gmail.com. Papersand presentations
arelimited to amaximum reading/presentation time of 20 minutes. The
deadlinefor submissionsisMonday, June 1, 2009.

Submissionsfrom graduate students and undergraduates are wel -
come. Prizesare awarded for the best student paper in popular culture
studiesand American culture studies. Submissionsfor theseprizesare
due in advance of the conference; see websitefor details. For further
information on thisor any registration/participation question, please con-
tact the PCAS/ACAS executive secretary Diane Calhoun-French at
diane.cahoun-french@kctcs.edu.
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Dawn Heinecken

Sexed Appeals: Network Marketing
Advertising and Adult Home Novelty
Parties

The Avon Lady. Pink Cadillacs. Tupperware parties. These iconic
imagesinstantly bring to mind images of nineteenfifties mid-Americanlife
(Wilson 404).Yet network marketing firms (NMOs) like Avon and Mary
Kay remain a powerful economic force today. In 2005, direct sales busi-
nesses generated over $30 billionin salesintheU.S., servicing 13.6 million
direct home consumers. Home parties, one of the mainstays of direct sales,
are responsible for about 26% of U.S. sales and are not only a profitable,
but trendy, cultural activity today (Direct SalesAssociation; Farnham; Turner).
One form of party— known as a “fantasy” or “passion” party—has be-
come a commonplace female bonding ritual in neighborhoods across the
US (Ikenberg; Rose). Such parties are for “personal care” products that
your twin-set and pearl clad Avon lady probably never mentioned—vibra-
tors, dildos and other “adult novelties.”

The promational discourses surrounding adult novelty parties are of
interest for several reasons. They are part of a recent, and expanding, ef-
fort to market and to make fashionable women's consumption of sexual
commodities (Attwood; Heinecken; Lara). They are also of interest be-
cause of the heavily gendered nature of network marketing itself. The over-
whelming majority of the 14.1 million people currently working in direct
sales—an estimated 85%—are women (Direct Sales). The fact that adult
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novelty home partiesal so restrict attendanceto “ adult women only” defines
them asuniquely female sitesof cultural production and economic exchange.

While the role home parties play in the lives of the real women who
attend them isimportant to consider, of greater interest ishow adult novelty
NMOs market themselves to their sales force of distributors. Distributors
are actually the primary consumers of NM O merchandise, purchasing prod-
ucts directly from the organization before reselling them to customersin
their local markets. Thus, it isnhecessary to examine how company market-
ing discourses work to define particular socia realities and identities for
their consumer/sales force in ways that attract their membership and fur-
ther the company’s economic goals (Kong 475-476).

This paper examines promotional materials like company websites,
brochures, press releases and other materials sent to prospective distribu-
tors by leading adult novelty NMOs like Passion Parties, Pure Romance,
Slumber Parties and Athena Home Novelties. These company-produced
texts seek to market organization membership and represent a uniform,
coherent discourse that works to “enunciate the collective knowledge of
the organization” (Carl 22-23). Thesetextsfunction asimplicit directivesto
distributors asto how they should understand the nature of their servicesas
well ashow to promotethemto their own customersin turn. Materialssuch
as newsletters are also the most regular and common form through which
these organi zations communicate with their distributors (Kong).

The marketing discourses of adult novelty organizations have atwo-
fold function: they must instruct potential consumers on the benefits of or-
ganization membership at the ssmetimethey present their products as nec-
essary items fulfilling women’s sexual needs. This essay will examine the
waysthat both goals are met by adult novelty NMOs' rhetoric of empower-
ment. Organization membership is promoted as a means to demonstrate
one's status as a liberated woman, freed from the constraints of traditional
forms of female sexuality, and as a means to achieve economic and per-
sonal freedom.

However, asthis essay will show, both the economic and sexual forms
of “empowerment” promised by NM O membership are constructed around
atraditional narrative of femininity defined primarily by childrearing and
marriage. This narrative, rather than signaling the widespread acceptance
of feminist valueswithin larger culture, actually helpsto normalizewomen's
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subordinate status at home and in the public work sphere. By doing so,
women are urged to maintain their location within an economic underclass
—aposition that leads women to NMO membership in the first place.

The companies under examination were all founded in the early and
mid-nineties and are among the most successful firms of their kind. Pure
Romance, Slumber Parties, and Passion Partiesall claim salesranging from
$45-60 million dollars and boast between ten to twelve thousand consult-
ants. Athena's (the only company to feature male distributors and offer
“couples’ parties) hasover 1400 consultantsand $7 millionin reported sales
(Jefferson; Lew; Sanchez; White; Woosley).

Each of the companies utilize strategic appeals designed to speak to
the concerns and aspirations of their target audience, avast mgjority (76
percent) of whom are married and relatively well educated, with over a
third possessing college degrees and another third having some college or
technical training. Notably, afull 54 percent are between the ages of thirty-
five and fifty-three, with aimost a quarter between the ages of eighteen to
thirty-four (Direct Sales Association). As suggested by their educational
and marital status, a significant percentage of women involved in NMO
sales are likely to identify with middle-class aspirations of economic and
personal success at the same time they are likely either to be caring for
small children or to have children still in school.

Previous studies of NMO discourses have focused on ways they
present themsel ves as alternatives to bureaucratic corporate business prac-
tices that “stifle initiative and fixes earnings’ (Wilson 405). NMOs have
relied upon an egalitarian ethosin which their salesforce of “distributors’
or “consultants’ are cast as independent business owners, limited only by
the effort they arewilling to put into work. Among their primary marketing
tactics is to stress aspects of network marketing itself —the flexibility of
scheduling, thelow time commitment, and more“friendly” manner of sell-
ing —as among the primary ways individual s benefit from NMO member-
ship (Kong 474-493; Wilson 404-406).

These discourses are all apparent in adult novelty NMOs. For ex-
ample, atestimonia in Athena's company newsletter, Happy Buzzing, pro-
videsablistering critique of current corporate practiceswhich are anything
but family friendly. Thewriter describes her grueling schedule: rising at 5:30
a.m. and working all day before picking thekids up from school and waiting

31.2 Spring 2009

‘ 31.2Heinecken2.pmd 25 $ 5/6/2009, 11:20 AM



iR T"EEEN e H B = HEE

26 Dawn Heinecken

for her husband, who worksthe opposite shift, to arrive home at 11:30 p.m.
“1 just feel my family deserves more quality time together. There hasto be
moreto life than just hustle and bustle day in and day out [emphasis origi-
nal]” (8). The solution to such stress is offered on the back page of Pure
Romance’s recruiting brochure. It depicts the legs of a woman dressed in
business attire, with copy that reads“ Let’sjust call it a permanent vacation
from Corporate America...who says you have to put up with long hours
and small paychecks? Not us. At Pure Romance, You're the Boss.”

Adult novelty businesses make overt reference to women's historic
economic marginalization at the same time they promote themselves as a
means by which women can attain economic success, self-actualization
and empowerment and “ eliminatethe glass ceiling” (Pure Romance). They
also underscore the fact that women dominate every aspect of the busi-
ness, reassuring the new distributor that she has “the help of our
sisterhood. .. You have support; most women do not havethat at their jobs!”
(Pillow Talk) Distributors are thus promised a network of social support at
the same time they are presented with avision of entrepreneuria freedom.

This promise of social support isnotablein theface of alarge number
of testimonials that speak to the stress and uncertainty many women expe-
riencedueto social and family obligations. For example, onewriter reports:
“I"m amother of five children, awife, | work full time aswell asvolunteer
asafundraising ‘team mom’ and | care for my Grandpa. My list just goes
onand on.” Yet, after an NMO meeting with other distributors, “1 had this
sense of true happiness, confidence that | have not felt for sometimes [sic]
aswell asasense of belonging...| just felt so good, so sexy, like awoman
should feel! It was very empowering!...What a great feeling, to be ac-
cepted aswho | am...Having that kind of support is so powerful” (Happy
Buzzing 13).

Another Athena sdistributor saysthat up until the moment of aNMO
meeting “ | thought my only purposein life wasto become amother. | never
thought that there could be another purpose [emphasis original]” (Happy
Buzzing 12). Her fellow consultant notes that “| felt that a large piece of
what was keeping me from fully pursuing my dream was not sure that it
would fit into my husband’s dream and what that might mean if it didn’'t.”
The meeting gave her confidence to talk to her husband, and now “We're
making a plan towards shared dreams’ (13).
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Whether or not they accurately represent the unedited words and
fedlingsof real distributors, theinclusion of testimonialsinto company hews-
letters and websites is strategic. The personal address creates a sense of
intimacy, while the narratives speak to the female consumer who sees in
them aspects of her own life. Given the stressful family roles many women
must fulfill, it's not surprising that amajor selling point isthe support they
will receive and the sense of “belonging” given by NMO participation. As
oneAthenadistributor writesin the company newsletter that “ Asyou grow
up and out of the ‘fuzzy purplerobe’ that isyour childhood, you have fewer
and fewer opportunitiesto feel special ... Athenadipsthat fuzzy robe on my
shoulders...l am special, | am worthy and | am beautiful” (Happy Buzzing
12).

Suchtestimonialscall to mind Janice Radway’s explanation of women's
consumption of romance novels. Radway draws from Nancy Chodorow’'s
theories on the psychol ogical development of women to arguethat, because
of their family histories, women most often perceive themselves as selves-
in-relation. As a result, they “tend to experience an ongoing need for
nurturance and attachment well into their adult lives’ (Radway 137). Yet
given the asymmetrical psychological development of men, who tend to
define themselves by autonomy and independence, aswell asthe everyday
demands of family life which require women to nurture others rather than
themselves, women are very unlikely to have this need met. Radway thus
arguesthat the popularity of romance novelsisduetotheir promiseof filling
women’'s emational need for connection and nurturance (135-137). Adult
novelty organizations base much of their marketing around similar prom-
ises.

They are also presented as a means by which to mark one's distinc-
tion. “You Are Special [emphasisoriginal]” readsaheadlinein Pillow Talk,
Slumber Parties’ monthly newsdletter. “You believed in yourself enough to
get akit. That means you are special! You have an inner desire to change
your current situation and help others...You are different, you are unique
and you are needed! Slumber Parties and the world are happy to have you”
(19). Women will receive public affirmation, and be offered an identity built
on American notions of individual successand differencerather than ssmply
being defined by their family roles.
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Yet similar strategies are employed by most NMOs. What sets adult
novelty businesses apart from other organizations of thiskind isthe sexual
nature of their commodities. In addition to promising support and public
recognition, adult novelty companies are able to draw on the meanings at-
tached to sexuality that have been promoted and made available to middle
class white women over the last thirty-odd years. These discourses are a
major means by which adult novelty organizations signal their status as a
company uniquely concerned with the empowerment of women.

While never explicitly invoking theterm “feminism,” the promotional
materials of these organizations evidence how feminist discourses of the
1970'shave shaped contemporary representations of sexuality, in particular
for thewaysthey link the selling and consumption of sex toysto notions of
agency, self-actualization, and “ sisterhood.” According to June Juffer’shis-
tory of pornography, the second wave of the feminist movement redefined
the cultural meaning of masturbation. Because it illustrated the indepen-
dence of femal e orgasm from the penis and/or men, women’s masturbation
came to be understood as “a poalitical act of individual liberation from the
confines of the home, marriage, and family” (72). Accordingly, women's
consumption of erotic products began to be seen as a means to practice
resistance against male dominated expressions of sexuality and to signal
one’'s“liberated” status (Hall 3).

Thistheme of liberated resistance continuestoday asaprimary sales
tactic of adult novelty NMOs. The companiesstresstheir differencesfrom
mal e-dominated adult stores, commonly describing themselvesas*“ founded
by women for women™ and operating under the principle of “women help-
ing women” (“About”). (In fact, according to Burbank, Passion Parties
was actually founded by two men). Like other adult storesfor women, they
typically depict themselves as offering “safe” “comfortable” and “confi-
dential” spaces where women can educate themselves about their bodies,
and “ become sexually empowered” (Heinecken). Similarly, Jennifer Sanchez
reports that Passion Parties’ President Pat Davis says the company’s suc-
cess" stemsfrom women taking responsibility for their own sexuality,” while
onedistributor explainsthat sheis* apioneer ready to kick down the bound-
ariesimposed upon us by the evolution of a sexually restraining culture”
(Happy Buzzing 33).

Studiesin Popular Culture

‘ 31.2Heinecken2.pmd 28 $ 5/6/2009, 11:20 AM



iR T"EEEN e H B = HEE

Network Marketing and Adult Home Novelty Parties 29

Like other storesselling sexuality to women, NM Osrender the selling
and consumption of sexual commaodities as an upscale and affluent activity
(Attwood; Hall; Heinecken). For example, Athena's FAQ page saysthat it
isthe company for “discerning women™ whose logo “reflects our panache
for elegance. While we do offer sexual products, our logo does not in any
way reflect the stereotypical imagethat sex issleazy. Our missionisto take
the ‘dleaze’ out of sexuality.” The page for Passion Parties has a link ad-
dressing the question “What will people think of me if | sell these prod-
ucts?’ which then goes on to reassure the reader as to the acceptability of
sex toys (“Common Questions’). Pure Romance is described in its bro-
chureas" A classy and sophisticated company needing aclassy and sophis-
ticated name.” Selling sexual commoditiesisthustransformed into ahighly
desirable activity, reflective of one's sophistication and political awareness.

Kong has observed that, linguistically, the discourses of network
marketing organi zations are more similar to those of charitableand religious
organizations and other “belief driven” activities than those of traditional
businesses, creating anideology that the company worksin the best interest
of others (488). Adult novelty distributors are similarly presented, not as
selling, but as“ sharing” or instructing others about the benefits of member-
ship. However, for adult novelty distributors, this“ sharing” isframed asan
explicitly feminist act, asthey are encouraged to see themselves as hel ping
to liberate women who are not yet sexually aware.

One Pure Romance testimonial, for example, describes the experi-
ence of a consultant who “decided to try Pure Romance because | had
always been intrigued by the double standard that women were faced with
when it cameto female sexuality...| was able to empower women and give
them the tools and education to take ownership of their intimate lives—
some of them for the first time!l” (“See What Our Consultants Are Say-
ing”). An Athena distributor writes that “ as we bring our expertise into the
homes of women and couples, each of us hasthe potential to use our knowl-
edge to transform lives for the better” (5). Athena likewise writes of its
parties “We educate our Goddesses on issues of sexuality that our custom-
ersdesperately want (and need!) to hear” (“FAQ"). “ Transformation Equals
Liberation” reads the headline of another article in Happy Buzzing.

Yet it isnot only party-guests that are liberated and transformed, but
the distributor herself. A key identity offered to the potential distributor is
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that of expert educator. Distributors are expected to inform and advise their
customers about the workings of their bodies, and told to teach them about
sexual and relational health. The companies bolster the notion that the dis-
tributor plays an educational, therapeutic role by promoting their association
with famous sex educators like Jennifer Berman and Sue Johanson. Pure
Romance and Passion Parties offer advice columns on their websites, via
which women can find information on sex and health related questions,
while Pure Romance sponsors a National College Health Tour and special
programs geared to help women regain their sexual selves after breast
cancer (“ Sex Toy Company Puts New Twist on Sex Ed”; “ Sensuality, Sexu-
ality, Survival Fact Sheet”).

While other NMOs also present sharing or “educating” others about
their products as a vitally important gift, similar statements about cooking
tongs, candles or blenders would be debatable. But the historical suppres-
sion of female sexuality globally andinthe U.S. remainsfact. Especially in
an era of abstinence-only sexual education, the insistence on female plea-
sure and the educational mission promoted by adult novelty organizations
actively advance a political and feminist agenda.

However, discoursesaround sexuality play another roleaswell, working
to locate women's sexual “empowerment” specifically within the context
of heterosexual practices and lifestyles. In doing so they help to reinforce
identities defined by women'’s enactment of traditional roleswithinthefam-
ily. For example, Passion Parties' “Our People” web page says that the
company offers “ordinary women the opportunity to live extraordinary
lifestyles.” Consultants, we are told, are very diverse, coming from “all
walks of life.” Consultants are “Married. Mothers. Housewives. Grand-
mothers.” Curioudly, all of these “walks of life” seem to involve husbands
and children.

Similarly, NMO websites, catalogs, and newsl etters promote the no-
tion that the major benefit women gain from using these productsand knowing
about their bodiesisthat it will enable them to maintain relationships. Pas-
sion Parties’ home page informs us that company’s “sensual products’ are
designed to “promote intimacy and communication between couples’
(“Home"). Athenalikewiseinstructsdistributorsthat party guests should be
encouraged to ask questions about “how these products are used and how
they relate to a couple’sintimate relationship” (“Host a Party”).
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Yet it is also clear from press releases and news stories sent to pro-
spective Athenadistributorsthat these rel ationships shoul d be rel ationships
with men. For example, one news story in Athena s promotional packet tells
us that even though “ After a party like this guys may be worried that they
will be seeing less of their girlfriends,” according to the Athena distributor
interviewed, thiswill not be the case, since she does not believe “anything
can replace the real thing” (Finity). An article profiling a distributor for
Passion Parties likewise reassures the prospective consultant that “toys are
never meant to replace aguy, but to enhancerelationships’ (Truman-Cook).

Accordingly, itisimportant to observethat one of the benefits of home
partiesfrequently described inthetestimonialsisthat they save marriages.
“It feels great to be able to help so many women change their lives for the
better. I've helped women fall back in love with their husbands’ (“See
What Our Consultants Are Saying”). A Passion Parties' consultant writes,
“1 love the end of those parties when | have that one lady who thanks me
for keeping her marriage together. This is what it's all about! [emphasis
original]” (“Your Passion Consultant”). Athena sfounder Jennifer Jolicoeur
similarly describes her work as helping to ensure that “mommies and dad-
dies stay in love forever” (qgtd. in Berard).

It's not just the marriages of customers that are saved, but those of
distributors. One story in Happy Buzzing is peppered with pictures of the
author in her wedding gown and is titled “Making Dreams Come True.”
The story describes how Athena's helped her achieve her goal of getting
her boyfriend to “marry mein less than seven months’ (10). Athena’s pro-
motional packet includes a color brochure titled “Wedding Bells, Without
theBills,” urging oneto “join Athena’'s and earn the money you need for the
wedding of your dreams.” The copy isin theform of a personal |etter from
company president, Jennifer Jolicoeur, to the “Bride-to-Be.” It congratu-
lates the bride before listing all the things she will “have” to consider now
about her wedding. “Asabride, you are going to want to have the best of
everything and you deserve nothing less!” It goes on to mournfully list the
$26,327 cost of the “average” wedding (for 150 people)! Yet instead of
proposing the prospective bride el ope, the suggested alternativeisto pay for
the wedding by becoming aconsultant. All of thisis offered to the bride-to-
be because “at Athena's our mission is to empower women to make their
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dreams comestrue.” But the dream is based on avery traditional narrative
of female success (not to mention excessive consumption).

The emphasis on marriage is even more evident at Passion Parties,
whose press materials often highlight the fact that company president Patti
Davis has been married for over forty years. The company’s on-line FAQ
pagelikewiseremindspotential distributorsthat “we stress monogamy, safe
sex, and the importance of keeping arelationship exciting.” 1ts home page
isdominated by images of white roses, underneath pictures of three hetero-
sexual couples, and foregrounds a link to a“7-Day Passion Challenge” in
which one can enter to win a 7-carat diamond ring. The couples are all
dressed in white, including one (the only African Americansrepresented on
the site) in bridal gown and tuxedo. The text and copy are clearly meant to
suggest weddings. Perhaps these will be sexually-active marriages, but it's
clear that traditional power dynamics areto be maintained: in each picture,
the manis positioned as physically dominant, looming behind thewoman, or
protectively encircling her with hisarms.

In some ways it is quite progressive to present sexual commodities
withinthe context of “normal” heterosexual life. However, this presentation
isteamed alongside other framings which help reinforce notions of female
sexual passivity and marginalize women’ssexual autonomy. A casein point
isthe way the companies all delineate certain occasions as appropriate for
their home parties. Athena's homepage liststhe occasi ons consumers might
want to host aparty. They are suitablefor events such as. “ Girls Night Out.
Bachelorette Party. Bridal Shower. Housewarming Party. Football Widow
Parties,” among others.

As | have written elsewhere, such events are a form of carnival,
moments in which women’s resistance to normative sexua behaviors are
encouraged with the implicit understanding that the resistance is only tem-
porary, aform of play (Heinecken 133-134). Athena slogo, aclose-up of a
woman's face and winking eye, similarly underscores the carnivalesque
nature of the parties. The winking eye, functioning asasign of secret com-
plicity and asameansof underscoring ajoke, instructs consumersto under-
stand the nature of the party as being “just in fun.”

The consistent description of these parties as places where women
can“laugh” extendsthisnotion. Sex, inal itslegidated, social andindividual
forms, has afforded millions of women great pain. Laughing at sex certainly
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isameans by which to express discontent, rage, pain and criticism of gen-
der/sexual norms. However, laughter, the heart of carnival, does little to
challenge the social norms that envelop us. In addition, laughter isalso a
means of expressing shock, disbelief, and disapproval, a key method of
drawing the line between what is normal and what is not. The emphasison
the potential humor of the parties by all of the companiesis an assurance
that certain products and the sexual activities and identities they represent
are not meant to be taken seriously. What, after all, actually is so funny
about abig purple dildo or anal beadsto begin with?

Similarly, the promotional materials often reinforce notions as to the
still-marginal nature of femal e sexuality. For example, inits pages dedicated
to Patti Davis's guide to sexuality, the Passion Parties’ website describes
the book as “flavored” with real-life stories and “confessions’ from Pas-
sion Party-goers around the country, once again presenting sexual expres-
sion as a secret transgression best relegated to the confessional. The fact
that three of the four companies emphasize their “confidentiality” and re-
strict attendance to women likewise speaks to the need to keep sexual
discussion confined to an isolated space—and, indeed, distributors are in-
structed to sell their products in a separate, private space after the larger
“public” presentation.

Certainly, the promise of real-life storiesisameansto reassure women
as to the normality of female desire. They are also probably sales tactics
appreciated by women who remain uncomfortable with overt sexua dis-
cussion. The point, however, is that despite the apparent messages that
sexuality needs to be “brought out of the closet,” the emphasis on privacy
and confessions suggestsit’sonly appropriate to know and speak about sex
in jokes or whispers.

This attitude is echoed by the figure of the “Passion Diva,” aterm
coined by Passion Parties’ President Patti Davisin her book “Passion Par-
ties Guide to Great Sex.” The national company website dedicates a num-
ber of pages to touting the book, informing us that “every woman has a
Passion Diva’ inside of her,” a“sparkling, sexy, lusty creature just waiting
to be let out,” whether one is a “boardroom superstar or a stay-at-home
mom” (“Guide”).

Yet the opposition of two types of women hereistelling, asisthe use
of the term “diva.” In recent years diva has become a popular way to
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describe a powerful or outrageous woman who defies cultural convention.
In this case the divais obviously meant to be perceived as “cool,” aterm
used to mark awoman’sdistinctionin apositiveway. Still, it'simportant that
sexual agency for women remains framed as essentially transgressive, as
thisreading depends on an understanding that the divais unlike other women.
Additionally, the term divais just as often used to signal a woman whose
actionsare perceived asdespicable, like Naomi Campbell or Britney Spears.
Like the figure of “the unruly woman” discussed by Kathleen Rowe, the
divaisthus adeeply ambivalent figure, whose sexual agency remainstied
to arange of negative connotations.

Yet any rebellion signaled by the figure of the diva is undercut by
reassurances that despite appearing to be “naughty” the diva redly is a
“nice” girl. After all, awoman’sinner Passion Divais ot fully in her con-
trol, but isa“ creature just waiting to belet out” (“ 7daypassionchallenge”).
Passion Parties stresses that great sex “is not about becoming a sexpert or
eventheworld' sgreatest lover” (something which would indicate alevel of
knowledge and skill on the part of thewoman) but about “the ability to let go
and enjoy everything you do together.”

Even the way products are advertised in the on-line catalog stress the
passivity of the female consumer, presented as something that consumers
“experience” rather than use. RomantaTherapy, Passion Parties' exclu-
sive line of products, was designed to “prepare our mind and body to re-
ceive loving attention from a caring partner.” The product itself is only
something that will “prepare” us. The ultimate goal is clearly the “loving
attention” of a partner, rather than the sexual pleasure taken directly from
the product. And, once again, women's sexual pleasure isframed asare-
action versus an action.

Itisalsocritical to consider the products being sold onthe site. Actual
sex toysaccount for only 17% of Passion Parties sales—therest arelotions
and pations and lingerie (Lew). Most of the featured products are creams,
vaginal “intimacy” wipes, bath oils, and perfumes. The sexual pleasure at
offer hereisonebuilt around an insistence on vaginal cleanlinessand pleas-
ant bodily aromas, in which women’s natural smells and fluids are banned.
It is also one built around the penis and penetrative intercourse. For ex-
ample, the product category “For Her,” features only two products de-
signed to arouse a woman'’s clitoris, while a product called “ Tighten Up”

Studiesin Popular Culture

‘ 31.2Heinecken2.pmd 34 $ 5/6/2009, 11:20 AM



iR T"EEEN e H B = HEE

Network Marketing and Adult Home Novelty Parties 35

promises to “increase that snug feeling.” Even Ben-Wa Balls are sold
alongside blurbs stressing the health benefits of strengthening one’s Kegel
muscleswhile“improving sexual performance,” hinting that women should
be more concerned about giving than receiving pleasure.

Certainly not all products for sale on the various sites are designed
exclusively for heterosexual couplesdesiring “vanilla’ sex. Athena sonline
catal og has pages dedicated to gay and leshian consumers and more “ alter-
native’ sexual practices. However, representations of heterosexual pair-
ings dominate the marketing materials. Women who might want to experi-
ence forms of sexual pleasure other than penis/vaginaare largely excluded
within the discourses at work in the Passion Parties' online catalog.

Company materialsthus provide powerful ideological instruction sup-
porting the existing sex-gender system by locating female sexual liberation
specifically within the boundaries of heterosexual marriage. They suggest
that female pleasureisinherently tied to sexual relationswith men, who will
be able to unleash female desire in appropriate ways. Any other notion of
sexuality isacceptable only becauseitisdone“infun.” Whilethisdoesnot
guarantee individual s encountering these texts will unquestioningly share
this attitude, such framings are still likely to shape the practices of actual
consultants and party guests, who are offered the chance to adopt a plea-
surableidentity of sexual rebel and liberated woman without actually threat-
ening the status quo.

It is important to observe that heteronormative discourses coincide
with those designed to advocate women's NMO participation, in which a
key sdlling point is how membership enableswomen to perform traditional
roleswithin the family and preserve existing rel ationships between men and
women. For example, one Athenadistributor reportsthat she wantsto work
for the company because it will allow “me to be home with my children,
take better care of my home, and most of all, spend more time with my
husband...to have alife where hot cookies I’ ve made are waiting for my
kinds after schoal...where | greet my husband (with my face full of fresh
make-up and wearing asexy little outfit)...[and to be] more availableto my
most precious treasure...My family [emphasis original]” (Happy Buzzing
8). Selling sex toysto other women will alow her the life of Donna Reed.

In particular, organization membership will enable mothersthetime
and money to stay at homewith their children. For example, Pure Romance's
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brochure opens with a letter from company founder Patty Brisben. The
letter includes pictures of Brisben kneeling with her young children, while
telling the reader that “| was determined to be around for every childhood
activity, from my kids' first steps to football games and PTA meetings.”
(Brishen was apparently so successful as a mother that her children never
left; she later writes that all four of her children now work alongside her.
Passion Parties’ website similarly boasts that Patti Davis works with her
adult son.)

One distributor writes that she joined Athena’'s because she “ desper-
ately needed to do something that would make me feel like a grown up
again but also allow meto do the soccer mom thing” (20). A Pure Romance
testimonial reportsthat “| am able to be a stay-at-home mom for my three
girls’ and, in additionto being ableto afford “anicer homeinagreat neigh-
borhood,” the flexibility of her schedule means that “my girls don't ever
haveto spend time in daycare” (“ See What Our Consultants are Saying”).
Indeed, news reports of NMOs often present them as “the solution” for
harried moms, “allowing acareer at home asthey raiseafamily. NMOsare
means by which “women are redefining what it meansto be astay-at-home
mom...whether you call her homemaker or entrepreneur, mom is making
money” (Trinidad).

The representation of NMO membership as “the solution” for moth-
ersisimportant for a number of reasons. For example, the ability to stay
home with children is often listed alongside other benefits of working asa
distributor, such asaccessto fancy cars, vacations, jewelry and other [uxury
items. The construction of stay-at-home parenting asaluxury speaksto the
ways in which nuclear family arrangements are no longer possible. In part
because of the declinein real value of men'swages, most married women
now must work out of economic necessity. The traditional stay-at-home
mom of the fiftiesis actually quite rare; estimates are that only about 15%
of U.S. familiesnow meet that model (Worley and Vannoy 166). Withinthis
context the ability to stay at home becomes a symbol of one's higher eco-
nomic standing and a key marker of empowerment.

Yet within adult novelty home party discourse, awoman's desire to
beat homeis presented asan individua choice, solely motivated by awoman’s
personal pleasure in being near her kids. This skirtsover the fact that many
women look for work which will enable them to stay home during the day
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because that is the only way they can afford to work in the first place. As
Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels have observed, because our nation
lacks affordable, quality daycare, many motherswho need asalary or who
simply want to work “feel they have no choice but to quit their jobs’ be-
cause the cost of paying daycare is greater than the income generated by
work (Douglasand Michaels 266). While many women might prefer work-
ing afull-timejob outside the home, these organi zations construct an under-
standing that women engage in part-time labor by choice rather than be-
causeitistheonly viablework availableto them. Theresulting suggestionis
that they are guided more by their mothering instinctsthan by any economic
necessity.

Certainly, testimonials that boast about never having to put children
into daycare recirculate the anti-daycare propaganda that has existed for
yearsin the U.S. Despite much evidence to the contrary, the suggestion is
that putting on€e's child into any form of daycare at al is a sign of bad
parenting and even harmful to the child (Douglas and Michaels 236-266).
The ability to stay home with children thus becomes a sign of personal
integrity and individual success, reflective of one's standing as a parent.

Furthermore, while many women would argue the ability to provide
fresh cookies for their children is simply areflection of their personal de-
sires, narrativesthat stresswomen'’s desire to be stay-at-home moms (even
asthey work) reinforce atraditional division of labor inwhich childcare has
been and remains the primary responsibility of mothers. These marketing
discourses never question that dad might or should stay home, or reveal
how women’swork for the NM O has enabled amale figure to stay at home
and care for children full time.

It is clear by this that adult novelty companies participate in what
Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels call “the new momism”— amedia
rhetoric of “intensive mothering” that is built around the notion that women
should have choices and be “active agentsin control of their destiny.” Yet
though it seems on the surface to “to celebrate motherhood,” the new
momism ultimately doomswomen to failure by creating unachievable stan-
dards of perfect parenting (5). Similarly, even though these organizations
acknowledge women might want and need to work, they also suggest that a
successful woman will never leave her children in the care of others. This
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presents women a Catch-22—unless they sell adult novelty products via
home parties.

As Ara Wilson has discussed, the discourses of network marketing
organizations construct particular identities for consumersthat work in the
best interests of the company. Accordingly, these companies present a
form of sexual liberation premised around the maintenance of a hetero-
sexual identity that isnot only located within the boundaries of marriage but
dependent upon men for pleasure. This heteronormative identity is echoed
by other appeals that reinforce women's role as primary caretaker.

The construction of identities built around motherhood and marriage
to men is in the best interest of the company, since the maintenance of
patriarchal family relations hel ps channel women into the NMO in thefirst
place. Asdiscussed earlier, women'straditional roleasprimary caregiver is
an obvious motivation for membership: these companiesfill areal need for
many women who require flexible work schedulesthat enable them to meet
their family obligationswhilegaining anincome.

Yet the fact that women have this need in the first place is symptom-
atic. NM Os both benefit from and perpetuate social arrangementsthat nega-
tively affect many women. Women remain primary caretakers (even when
working outside the home) as aresult of unequal power relations built into
traditional family and social structures. For example, dueto factorssuch as
the low pay of many female-dominated jobs aswell as the fact that women
still perform the majority of childcare and household labor, women tend to
have less economic power than their male partners (Worley and Vannoy).
Sincethe partner with greater external resources tends to have more power
within the relationship and is able to set the terms of how household tasks
will be divided, women tend to do even more chores like childcare, further
reducing their labor force participation and negatively impacting their ability
to earn wages (Coltrane and Adams 145). Hence, one reason women oc-
cupy the position of an economic underclassis a result of their relatively
low statuswithin the traditional family structure.

At the sametime, however, discourses emphasizing marriage are al so
a key means by which to target women whose roles as wives actually
enable them to join the NMO workforce. While women need not adopt
heterosexual identities to experience economic discrimination, it is clear
that married women—a full 76 percent of distributors—are a key NMO

Studiesin Popular Culture

‘ 31.2Heinecken2.pmd 38 $ 5/6/2009, 11:20 AM



iR T"EEEN e H B = HEE

Network Marketing and Adult Home Novelty Parties 39

market. Itislikely that theréatively high percentage of married peopleisat
least partly due to the fact that few individuals can actually make enough
money to live onviadirect sales. According to the Direct SalesAssociation,
the median income of distributorsisonly about $2,400 ayear (Harris 104).
A full 90 percent of distributors makelessthan five thousand dollarsayear
and 89.9 percent sell only on a part-time basis (Direct Sales Association;
Walsh). Even of thosefew sdlling full-time, only six percent earn more than
amiddle-classincome of $50,000 (McQueen 96).

Whilethere are probably many women who work other jobsand even
full-time as well as selling part-time for the NMO, it is clear that women
who lack the economic support of a partner need to make a living wage.
Without asafety net they arelesslikely to opt to work asa* self employed”
NMO distributor due to the relative (un)likelihood of earning such awage
via NMO sales, as well as the lack of benefits and the possibility of a
heavier tax burden.

Yet the part-time nature of the work means that for most participants,
their earnings are functioning only as supplemental income. Although the
extraincome might provide anecessary economic boost for individual fami-
lies, such part-time labor will hardly be “the solution” for women’s eco-
nomic or personal problems. Women whase only work outside the homeis
part-time NMO sales remain economically reliant on their partners; while
women who perform other work in addition to selling for the NMOs do so
because of larger economic structuresthat makeit so difficult to make ends
meet with only onejob.

Obviously, most network marketing organizations similarly target a
part-time, female market. However, the discourses of adult novelty NMOs
stand out for the way they attach their rhetoric of individual, economic
empowerment to issues of sexuality, explicitly drawing upon the language
of feminism and female liberation in their marketing of sexually-related
materials. But to what end? One consequence of thisrhetoric isto suggest
that since women are now “empowered” to consume sexually-related ma-
terial, they are also now “free” from exploitation in the personal realm and
economic sphere and have aready achieved the feminist dream of female
liberation.

But the ability of individual women to achieve better orgasms, feel
more romantic with the husbands, or even be able to afford to send their
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kidsto a better school does not mean that larger feminist goals have been
achieved on awide-scale social and cultural level. While these companies
do bring attention to the important issue of women'’s access to knowledge
about their bodies, as well as their right to sexual pleasure, such attention
should not be accepted uncritically. Theforms of sexual agency most often
represented by NMOs are extremely limited, contained within a (white)
heterosexual framework that remainsrigidly patriarchal and that doeslittle
todisrupt inequalitiesin existing sexual, family, socid, or economic systems.
Sdlling sex toysto other women may befun, even gratifying, but itisnot the
same thing as working to gain social, political, or economic power for all
women.

It isuseful hereto point out that one reason NMOs are doing so well
isthat they have been ableto take advantage of eventsinthe global economy.
Women's move into the work force over the last 30 years or so is a result
not just of feminist inroads all owing women to enter the public sphere, butis
also dueto the declinein real-world wages of maleworkers, adeterioration
that coincideswith the shift from amanufacturing-based to an information-
based economy, the decline of labor unions, and an ever-widening gap be-
tween the wealthy and the poor in the U.S. More people have to work more
simply in order to make ends meet. The historically low wages of womenin
comparison to men, tied to the under-compensation of female-dominated
jobsaswell asforms of moredirect discrimination against female workers,
only furthersthe need for supplemental income for many women and their
families.

Hence, while NMOs provide one means by which individuals may
feel better about themselves while navigating the demands of survivingin
this new economy, those concerned about the feminist principles of em-
powerment for all people might place more emphasis on getting govern-
ment and businessesto adopt policiesand practices supporting aliving wage
for workers, equal pay for equal and comparable work, affordable health
and day care, and other courses of action directed towards the goals of
social and economic justice, and less emphasis on buying and selling the
newest model of vibrator, dildo, or kitten whip.

Dawn Heinecken
University of Louisville
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An invitation to reviewers

Inforthcoming issues, Sudiesin Popular Culturewill continue
toincludereviewsof booksinthefield. Any scholar whowishestoreview
a book should contact the Book Review Editor, David Janssen, at
djanssen@gdn.edu. Those whosework isunfamiliar to the editor may
@ wishtosendaCV.

Reviewers may suggest abook to be reviewed or request to be
assigned one from among those sent to the editor. Reviews should be
approximately 500-800 words|ong and should (like article submissions)
be emailed to the editor asan attachment of aMicrosoft Word document.
Queriesarewelcome.
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Popularizing High Culture: Zemeckis's
Beowulf

‘*...This should stir some debate in academia.” Robert Zemeckis

The much awaited and decade-in-the-making, mega-budget ($150
million) Beowul f (Paramount 2007), directed by Robert Zemeckisand writ-
ten by Roger Avary and Neil Gaiman (and simultaneously released with a
triple-A video game), once again reinvents the myth for amodern popular
audience.r Joining an increasingly crowded field of recent Beowulf film
adaptations—including John McTiernan’'s The 13th Warrior (1999), Gra-
ham Baker’'s Beowulf (1999), and Sturla Gunnarsson’s Beowulf and
Grendel (2006)— this latest manifestation will be remembered for its use
of performance-capture technology and its contribution of Beowulf’s pa-
ternity of the dragon to the poem’s popular cultural mythology.? Although
heavily publicized to educators (viae-mail announcements and mailed study
guide materials provided by Young Minds I nspired), presumably for usein
the classroom, thefilmisno substitute for the poem, but it does nonethel ess
have pedagogical uses. Inbrief, asfilm adaptation theorists such as Robert
Stam and Thomas Leitch suggest, it seems most constructive to approach
the film as an interpretation of the poem, or, as James M. Decker suggests,
as “an ‘edition’ or ‘version’ of atext” (143). That version, a pastiche of
modern genres and sensibilities, represents a case study in how literary
classicsarereinvented for popular consumption. Avary and Gaiman'sreading
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seems clearly to beinfluenced by the popular reception history of Beowulf
and by the pressure to make a commercially viable product. Although
claiming to have restored some of the“ critical elements’ that “ had been left
out, edited by the passage of time” (Gaiman and Avary 5), the various
changes made to the original poem reflect an effort to make high culture
accessible and rel evant to amodern mass audience, by satisfying “ audience
valuesandwishes’ (Gans76). Theresultisadisquieting fusion of graphic
violence and moral conservatism. The writers seem to be juggling a num-
ber of themes, including “the sins of the fathers,” late adolescent Oedipal
anxieties, and the burdens of fame. But the lingering message, reflecting
both a cultural belief that threats to society stem from a failure of family
values, and Gans's contention that “lower-middle culture” prefers*”amod-
ern version of the morality play” (112), is clearly aimed at teens. asingle
pre- or extra-marital sexual liaison can ruinyour life.

The task that faced the creative team was how to make a commer-
cialy viableversion of what Avary anachronistically describesas* asword-
and-sandal hoity-toity lesson in ancient literature” (Gaiman and Avary 11).
Thefilm falls somewhere between what Geoffrey Wagner categorizesasa
“commentary,” inwhich “an original istaken and either purposely or inad-
vertently altered in some respect,” and an “analogy,” in which thereis“a
fairly considerable departure for the sake of making another work of art”
(223; 227). There are some clear departures from the original (Hrothgar
has no heirs; Hrothgar kills himself; Beowulf inherits Hrothgar’s kingdom
and queen) for the sake of what Avary calls the “Beowulf Unified Field
Theory” (10)—that is, to provide the unity and continuity between the two
halves of the poem that has bedeviled Hollywood adapters. Nonetheless,
the narrative retains the three-act structure of the original. The film opens
during one of the Danes’ sybaritic celebrations in the meadhall, complete
with belching, public urination, drunkenness (the shooting script describes
one of the revelers as a“ SHIT-FACED THANE”), maiden-fondling, and
Hrothgar relieving himself by letting “looseaRIPROARING FART.” The
“deafening” noise really bothers Grendel (Lesson #1: loud parties annoy
your neighbors), whose extreme sensitivity is suggested by hislack of epi-
dermis and exposed eardrums. Beowulf (driven by “Glory, not gold!™),
delimbs the Anglo-Saxon-muttering monster with leverage supplied by a
chain and door. He is less successful with Grendel’s mother, a shape-
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shifting amphibious seductress (“ Stay with me. Love me") who, in ex-
change for a gold drinking horn and “a son,” promises Beowulf temporal
power, the same deal, it transpires, that Hrothgar had made in a similar
moment of passion (Lessons #2 and #3: beware of aggressively seductive
women and casual sex). Beowulf returns with Grendel’s head, and lies
about hisvictory over his mother (Lesson #4: don't doctor your resume).
Hrothgar, even though the “ curse” has been lifted, throws himself from the
anachronistic battlements, having conferred histhrone and queen on Beowulf.
Time passes and the Danes appear to convert to Chrigtianity; the gold drinking
horn isinadvertently taken and anow cynical Beowulf, who can never live
up to the* Song of Beowulf” (Lesson#5: fame, in Heorot or Hollywood, is
aburden), insists on fighting the angry dragon alone, and, in anice gesture
providing some form of atonement, sacrifices his own arm in the process.
Set adrift on aflaming burial ship, heisembraced by Grendel’smother who
then begins an attempted seduction of Wiglaf (Ieaving open the possibility of
Beowulf: Part 2).

Criticsgave mixed reviews, enjoying the novelty of 3-D, objecting
to the aesthetic efficacy of performance-capture technol ogy, deploring the
sometimes clichéd dialogue (“It'sthefrican’ monster!”), and almost unani-
mously decrying the Austin Power s-esgue naked fight scene with Grendel
in which Beowulf’s genitals are cleverly screened. Most seemed little
bothered by the departures from the original, praising the creative team for
its commercial savvy, the chief standard, from an industry perspective, by
which the product is judged (as of January 31, 2008, Beowulf has grossed
almost $200 million in domestic and foreign markets). Justin Chang, for
instance, admiresits“ commercially shrewd combo of revisionist mythology
and gory mayhem” and Kenneth Turan describes the film as a “Fan Boy
Fantasy that panders to the young male demographic with demonic en-
ergy.” Available in some theatersin 3-D and IMAX 3-D, the film used
motion-capture animation not only because of the problem of “how to age
Beowulf” (Gaiman and Avary 135) but also, | suspect, to capture the cov-
eted and lucrative PG-13 rating while offering adolescent males Angelina
Jolie nude and extreme graphic violence (Grendel chews on ahead; Beowulf
rips out the dragon’s heart with his hand) which in live action would have
earned a hard R rating.
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Fansof the Anglo-Saxon poem may have different reactions, focusing
no doubt on the considerabl elibertiestaken with both the | etter and the spirit
of the original. Having been subjected to some what Leitch describes as
“standard tactics of adaptation” (“selecting some obligatory speeches, char-
acters, scenes, and plotlines and dropping others...streamlining the narra-
tive by eliminating digressive episodes; reworking dialogue so that it isei-
ther more epigrammatic or more severely functional” [129]), what goes
missing, and thisisapartial list, are such things asthe fundamental bonds of
comitatus; thetribal history, functioning not simply to catal ogue lineage but
to provide models of behavior; Beowulf’s belief in wyrd (fate) as a force
rivaling God's providence aswell as hisbdlief infame asaform of immor-
tality; the complex systems of inheritance; the poignant sense of doom and
transience.® There are, nonetheless, several things that the film gets right
that other cinematic incarnations have not. For instance, Beowulf clearly
comesto Hrothgar’said asaform of reciprocity for Hrothgar having hel ped
his father when in need; Beowulf boasts with full gusto (“I am ripper and
tearer and slasher and gouger...Mine is strength and lust and POWER!"
[40]) in an attempt to capture the sociocultural function of the boast (abit of
Anglo-Saxon dramatic realism that many film criticsfound off-putting); and,
as in Gunnarsson’'s Beowulf and Grendel, there is some effort to represent
thefusion of a Germanic heroic ethos and the Christian monotheism found
inthe original. Best of all, bits and pieces of the Anglo-Saxon poem are
recited at the Danes' feasts.

But simply discussing the changes made doesn’t get one very far
and film theorists generally (and rightly) denigrate talk of fidelity when it
comes to discussing film adaptations of literary texts. As Stam not unrea-
sonably insists, theterm “fiddlity” itself isprejudicial, acting asametaphor
that simply reinforces “the unstated doxawhich subtly construct the subal -
tern status of the adaptation”: “When we say an adaptation has been
‘unfaithful’ totheoriginal, the very violence of theterm gives expression to
the intense sense of betrayal we feel when afilm adaptation failsto capture
what we see as the fundamental narrative, thematic, or aesthetic features
of itsliterary source” (14). Stam suggests acouple of new conceptswhich
would lead to more constructive discussions about adaptations of literary
texts. First, and most importantly, he suggests that the adaptation be ap-
proached as a*“ reading, rewriting, critique... resuscitation... reinvisioning”
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of the source text: “The trope of adaptation as a ‘reading’ of the source
novel suggeststhat just as any text can generate an infinity of readings, so
any novel can generate any number of adaptational readings which are
inevitably partial, personal, conjectural, interested” (25). Similarly, in Film
Adaptation and Its Discontents, Leitch suggests that we “ dethrone evalu-
ation asthe unmarked or central activity of adaptation study” and focus on
“the status of adaptations as examples of rewriting” (21). Second, Stam
suggeststhat “film brings out the Darwinian overtones of theword ‘ adapta-
tion’ itself, evoking adaptation asameans of evolution and survival” (2-3).
Thus, rather than acting as aparasite that killsthe host text, thefilm version
isa“mutation” that helps its source text “survive’: “Do not adaptations
“adapt to' changing environments and changing tastes, aswell asto a new
medium, withitsdistinct industrial demands, commercial pressures, censor-
ship taboos, and aesthetic norms?’ (3).

In this case, Avary and Gaiman’sinterpretation or rewriting seems
to have been influenced by three factors: the popular reception history of
Beowulf; other popular film genreswith which audiences might be familiar;
and an effort to appeal to an adolescent male demographic. All come
under the umbrella of the intertextuality that characterizes popular adapta-
tions and all have to do with satisfying audience expectations. First, sev-
eral of the changes made seem clearly influenced by other popular versions
of the poem. In other words, the interpretation of the poem is partly a
product of its popular reception history. Most conspicuously, Hrothgar’s
paternity of Grendel istaken from Graham Baker’s science fiction Beowulf,
asisthe characterization of Grendel’s mother (played by aformer Playboy
Playmatein Baker'sversion) asapredatory, shape-shifting seductress (with
the concomitant notion that female sexuality is monstrously destructive).
John Gardner’s Grendel (1971), which Livingston and Sutton accurately
describe as“ awatershed moment” in the popular reception of Beowulf (3),
clearly influenced both Baker’s and Gunnarsson's conception of Grendel as
awronged outcast. (In Baker’'s Beowulf, Grendel is ashunned illegitimate,
locked inthe basement, and in Gunnarsson’'s Beowul f and Grendel, Hrothgar
needlesdy murdersGrendd'sfather.) Similarly, in Zemeckis'sfilm, Gardner’s
influence may beresponsiblefor Grendel’s emotional sensitivity and infan-
tile dependence on his mother, as well as the dragon’s brief lecture about
the emptiness of temporal power (“...you’re nothing. an empty nothing”).
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And Michael Crichton’s Eaters of the Dead (a.k.a. McTiernan’'s The 13th
Warrior) may partly account for both the vigorous heterosexuality and dip-
somaniaof Zemeckis's Scandinavians (although both may simply draw ona
popular cultural stereotype), as well as their vaguely Neanderthal facial
features (in Crichton’s novel, Grendel isthe “Wendol,” a surviving cell of
matriarch-worshipping Neanderthal cannibals). Thetrendinthethreefilms
istousurp Hrothgar’sintegrity and to suggest that heisto blamefor Grenddl’s
murderous raids, either because of his unacknowledged paternity of the
monster (Baker) or, in Gunnarsson’s case, because he murdered Grendel’'s
father. Beowulf becomes progressively lessheroic, both interms of sexual
abstinence (heresists Grendel’s mother’s advances in Baker’sfilm, sleeps
with awitch in Gunnarsson’sversion, and succumbsto Grendel’smother in
Zemeckis) and interms of the conviction that hisviolence against the mon-
stersis just. In Baker's version, the hero is a lone mercenary, and in
Gunnarsson’s commentary on contemporary American international politi-
cal policies, Beowulf has fundamental misgivings about the legitimacy of
Hrothgar'sleadership. InZemeckis' sversion, theman originally described
as “mildust ond...lithost” (“the mildest of men and...the gentlest”) has be-
come, in hisownwaords, not only “fallible and flawed” but a self-described
“monster.” Indeed, the filmsreflect Livingston and Sutton’s assertion that
since the publication of Gardner’s Grendel, popular versions of the poem
tend to “muddle the moral clarity of good hero against evil monster,” re-
flecting “ complicated and problematized” notions of “black-and-white mo-
rality” in“our postmodern, post-Vietham, post-9/11 era’ (10).

In addition to the influence of some of its popular precursors, the
team’ sinterpretation seemsto have been informed by their effort to makea
commercialy viable product, that is, by an effort to turn high art into popular
culture: “Noonewantsto bereminded of high school English, and thiswas
amajor strike against getting the material to be taken seriously asaHolly-
wood movie” (Gaiman and Avary 11). As Gans suggests, “ The popular
arts are, on the whole, user-oriented and exist to satisfy audience values
and wishes’ (76). The easiest way to appeal to a heterogeneous audience
is by emphasizing content “that will be meaningful to as many in the audi-
enceaspossible,” namely “formulas and stereotypical charactersand plots”
(32). Beowulf castsits net wide and seemsto be ageneric hybrid, borrow-
ing aspects from epic films (the historical setting, sweeping musical score,
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panoramic backdrop, and portentous thematic allusions); action/ adventure
(focus on the individual efforts of the superhuman hero, a linear revenge
plot, extensive action sequences); horror (in which the monsters force the
protagonist to recognize his own potential for monstrosity); and fantasy
(with the hero undergoing some kind of mystical experience and receiving
supernatural aid). Similarly, the creative team might have retained the
Hrothgar paternity angle (and upped the ante with Beowulf’s own sexual
melodrama) because, as Gans suggests, “lower-middle’ and “low” culture
productstend to prefer “familial dramas’ or “familial problems’ that “deal
primarily with the problem of uphol ding tradition and maintaining order against
irrepressible sexual impulses’ (111). The preferred formulais*“the moral-
ity play, in which characters sin and therefore come to an unhappy end”
(112), and the emphasisis* on demarcating good and evil” (116). The point
here seemsto bethat threatsto society stem from afailurein family values;
extramarital liaisons and unacknowledged offspring wreak civic havoc.
Indeed, for Brandon Fibbs, “ At the very heart of this new Beowulf is the
theme of sin and consequence. The film reveals that the temptations we
give into, however small, harmless or pleasurable they may seem, often
return when we least expect them, rabid and famished for blood.” The
assumption that great men are destroyed by sexual desire is of course a
reflection of current socio-political tabloid scandals, the dramatic fall of the
governor of New York, viahisinvolvement with an escort service, being the
most recent example.

Several additionsalso seem to have been made, consciously or not,
in an effort to make the poem relevant specifically to a young male audi-
ence, particularly those experiencing either libidinal anxieties or areemer-
gence of the Oedipal complex during adolescence (see Laufer and Laufer).
For instance, during their rough sea passage to Denmark, Beowulf camsa
nervouswarrior: “Hal Theseaismy mother! Shewill never take me back
into her murky womb!” (20). The line seems rather odd but nonetheless
innocuous until, responding to Unferth’schallenge, Beowulf recallshisswim-
ming contest with Breca in which “A BEAUTIFUL GOLDEN
WOMAN...not human but some sort of Mermaid-form, with sea kelp
hair...She has a striking resemblance to Grendel’s Mother” attemptsto se-
duce the warrior, an encounter that he must force “somewhere deep into
hissubconscious’ (39-40). Moreover, adetail isadded to Beowulf’sretort
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to Unferth’staunt not found intheoriginal: “they say that you killed both of
your brothers when you caught them having knowledge of your mother,
‘Unferth Kindayer'” (40). And in place of scop’s songs of creation or
tribal history, we have the sophomoric balladic chant: “Their mother was
from Iceland,/ And she was mighty hot!/ She’d need a whole damn ice-
berg,/ To cool her burning tw—" (40). The common thread seemsto point
to at the very least adolescent anxieties or uneasiness with maternal sexu-
ality, if not a full-blown Oedipal drama with the obscure implication that
Beowulf sleeps with his own mother. | find it difficult to account for this
subtext, although Zemeckis has visited this terrain before (Back to the
Future, 1985), and the poem has been read as a psychological allegory
(Hill, Morgan), with at |east one scholar finding asexual chargein Beowulf’s
visit to the mere (Nitzsche).

Gans suggeststhat although popular culture productsare primarily
“user-oriented,” “popular culture creatorsalso try toimposetheir own taste
and values on the audience” (34). Mick LaSalle, commenting on “the
alures of fame, sex, treasure and glory” that ostensibly test Beowulf's
integrity, concludes, somewhat wryly, that thefilmisreally about “the soul -
threatening challenge of becoming abig shot.” Indeed, Gans suggeststhat
creators of popular culture often model their heroes “ on the creators them-
selves’ (102), and thefilmisvery much aproduct of aself-reflexive Holly-
wood sensibility insofar asits axiomatic assumption seemsto be that fame
isaburden. Beowulf is plagued by the hyperbalic “ song of Beowulf” and
his reputation as the “monster slayer”; suicidal or egomaniacal, in an en-
counter with ahostile Frisian, heinformsthewarrior that he can’'t bekilled
“Because | died years ago...when | wasayoung man” (84). Thissceneis
not in Avary’s first script, included in Beowulf: The Script Book, which
chronicles “our story of getting the film produced” (3). Vital tothe narra-
tiveisAvary’s affection for hisoriginal creation, “The First Draft,” which
comes under the metaphorical chapter heading, “The Spring” (“The First
Draft” ismorefaithful to the original poem). Intent on directing the script
himself (“I'mfollowingmy muse. If | don’tdirect thisfilm, I'll die” [137]),
Avary meticulously documents the process by which Zemeckis acquired
the script, predictably, by making Avary an offer he couldn’t refuse. “The
Winter” comprises the shooting script, which, for the sake of all-important
continuity necessary for commercial film, has Beowulf “inherit Hrothgar’s
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kingdom, riches, and women” and substantially lengthensthe battlewith the
dragon into the kind of climactic scene those familiar with the action/ ad-
venture genre expect. Avary resists but finally embraces the collaborative
nature of the final product, but the overall message is one of lament and
loss; having compromised his artistic integrity, he has sold out for gold, an
affliction that plagues hishero, whois similarly seduced and compromised
by the promise of “glamour” and power that the golden horn represents.
Finally, Gaiman and Avary’sinterpretation, reflecting at |east some
awareness of the larger critical context of the poem (or perhapsthe linger-
ing influence of high-school English), does make an effort to address what
some see as an uneasy fusion of the pagan and Christian elements in the
original. Richard North suggeststhat one of the mistakesinthefilmisthat
“the Christians are in Denmark too early (507 AD?)” but the same anach-
ronism could be charged to the original poem which has a sixth-century
pagan setting and reflects pre-Christian beliefsand practices (funerary rights,
a belief in fate) but unmistakable biblical allusions (a monatheistic God,
referencesto the creation story, Cain, Noah's flood), perhaps reflecting the
manuscript’s tenth-century cultural milieu.  Scholars have attempted to
deal with the apparent incongruities of a poem that seems to celebrate a
heroic aristocratic warrior ethos but that isinfused with Christian language,
and thislong-standing critical debate has trickled down to become astaple
topic in secondary-level discussions of the poem (see Irving). The film
addresses this apparent incongruity by making explicit and overt what is
more subtleor latent inthe original text. For instance, neither aNorse god
nor Christ isever mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon poem; here, the characters
aremore vigorously pagan or Christian, swearing by Odin (“Odin’s swifan
balls!!!!” [100]), wearing crosses like talismans, and celebrating “the birth
of Christ Jesus’ (which comesthe day after the celebration of “the Saga of
Beowulf” when he “lifted the darkness from the land” [85]). Thetension
between the two religionsis put in terms of a Christian passivity and paci-
fism and a robust and militant paganism (“Well, answer me this...who do
you think would win a knife fight, Odin or this Jesus Christ?’ [7]), which
Raymond | brahim finds endemic in Hollywood' streatment of Christianity.
Ruminating on the apparent inefficacy of animal sacrifice to “Odin and
Heimdall” (thelatter being agod of Norse myth, but also, closer to home, a
character out of the Marvel Comics universe), Unferth wonders whether it
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might be useful to “pray to the new Roman God, Christ Jesus?’ (22), to
which Hrothgar replies, “No, we need ahero” (22). Similarly, reaching a
Nietzschean crescendo, Beowulf laments that “The time of heroes is
dead...The Christ God killed it...leaving humankind nothing but weeping
martyrs and fear...and shame” (81). While Ibrahim goes too far in sug-
gesting that the movie atteststo Hollywood's“ crusade to defame Christian-
ity,” ahint of cynical secularism (or paganism?) is surely there and he is
accuratein hisobservation that “ Unferth, the only advocate for Christianity
in the movie, just so happensto also be the only onein the pagan kingdom
who not only keeps, but constantly beats, adave.”

Thus, as an interpretation and popular adaptation, Zemeckis's
Beowulf seems to be a pastiche of modern genres and sensibilities, and |
mean thisin no pejorative way. Beowulf has become a brand name, and,
as Leitch suggests, “Because awell-known literary property has consider-
able power to pre-sell spin-offs like adaptations and sequels even to view-
erswho have never read the property,” the“primary motive for fidelity in
the most widely known adaptationsisfinancial, not aesthetic” (128). The
product is both intended and expected to bewhat Leitch callsa“ colonizing
adaption” in which the “progenitor” text istreated as avessel “to befilled
with new meanings’ (109). The intention was that teenswould “get their
rocksoff with thisfilm” (Turan) and AngelinaJolie nude clearly servesthis
purpose better than Wealtheow quietly dispensing mead. And why not?
As North quips, “Garish and over thetop as it is, if this movie can make
‘Beowulf” morewidely known, any sexiswelcome.” Using Stam’sevolu-
tionary metaphor, one canview thefilm simply asa“ mutation” that helpsits
sourcetext “survive.” Similarly, looked at using David Cowart’sbiological
metaphor in Literary Symbiosis, one could say that the “parasitical” adap-
tation atteststo the continuing vitality of the“host” text, making future stu-
dents, who have seen the film or played the Xbox 360 video game, perhaps
more receptive to the study of the trandated Anglo-Saxon poem in the
classroom. At the very least, such films can, as John Aberth contends,
despite their numerousinaccuracies and anachronisms, nonethel ess“ spark
audiences’ interest in and enthusiasm” for the past (ix).

On the other hand, some viewers, especially those with scholarly
knowledge of the Anglo-Saxon poem, educational responsibility for itstrans-
mission, or simple affection for the original narrative, may feel some sym-
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pathy for what Gans callsthe standard “ mass culture critique’: “that popu-
lar culture borrows content from high culture with the consequence of de-
basingit” (38) and that such borrowingis“culturally destructive, impairing
people’s ability to partake of high culture” (41). Similarly, using Cowart's
metaphor drawn from biological symbiosis, one could view the“ guest” text
(thefilm) as a“parasite’ that “benefits at the expense of the host” (4) and
promotes “the host text’s demise” (6). Beowulf seems firmly ensconced
in the secondary level curriculum, so we need not worry that its cavalier
treatment in popular culture will affect its canonical status. Viewers may
conclude that Beowulf is about some lurid Oedipal drama or that sixth-
century Scandinavianslived in stone castlesand celebrated Christmas. But
such inaccuracies can be ameliorated by exposure to the original poem.
My reservation, therefore, is with the study guide distributed to educators
by YMI (Young Minds Inspired) which “alignswith National Standardsin
English for Grades 9-12."4 Intended to “help students explore the back-
ground, characters, and themes of this timeless story now told onscreen,”
the “educational program” can help “draw students into an epic that has
been passed down for centuriesthrough oral storytelling, written verse, and
now film.” Nowhereisit suggested that the original poem beread. While
thereissingle concessioninthe“ College Extension” exercisesthat Beowulf
(the poem) be compared to “the family dynamics, relationships, and rival-
ries’ found in ather epics, in every other activity thefilmisthe primary text
used to gauge historical conceptions of heroism and “ society’ s view of mon-
sters throughout history.” But the film represents modern assumptions
about heroes and monsters, not historical ones. In other words, evenin the
classroom, the educational program simply reinforces Frederic Jameson's
contention that “...for whatever peculiar reasons, we seem condemned to
seek the historical past through our own pop images and stereotypes about
the past” (194). The “peculiar reasons’ here are clearly economic as the
study guide (sponsored by Paramount Pictures and Shangri-La Entertain-
ment) simply serves to promote the film; the intention is to pack theaters,
not to explore the compl exities of Germanic or Anglo-Saxon culture.

John Aberth suggests that cinema “ depends on fiction and inven-
tion”; scholars, therefore, “should acknowledge the different rules of the
game” (ix), and | havetried to avoid falling into the trap of privileging the
original text. But in the promotional materials, the original is nonetheless
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continuously invoked. For instance, according Stephanie Zacharek, Avary
and Gaiman were asked “why their script was so exciting when the poem
was so0 boring”: “They explained that the poem was written somewhere
between the seventh and the twelfth centuries, althou