
 

 

Remote Control:  Mythic Reflections 

 

Te lev is ion   i s   the  most   re lent less  purveyor  o f   the  messages   that  

const i tute  and  perpetuate  our  severe ly   f ragmented  pub l ic  

consc iousness .   I t   s l i ces  our  at tent ion  span   into   increments   too  

in f in i tes imal   to  get  up  and  measure .  

B .  Kruger   (1987)  

 

TV  g ives  us   in f in i te   in format ion  about  cho ice—it  ce lebrates  cho ice  as  a  

great  b less ing ,  which   i t   i s ,  and  over   the  course  of  a   s ing le  day   i t   lays  

out  a  near ly   in f in i te  smorgasbord  of  opt ions .  As  much  as   i t   loves  

cho ice ,   though,   i t  doesn ' t  actua l ly  be l ieve   in  choos ing .   I t  urges  us   to  

choose  everyth ing—this  and   th is  and   th is  as  wel l .  

B .  McKibben   (1992)  

 

In   the  post ‐Modern is t   sens ib i l i ty ,   the  search   for  un i ty  has  apparent ly  

been  abandonded a l together .   Instead,  we  have   textua l i ty ,  a  cu l t ivat ion  

of   sur faces  end less ly   re ferr ing   to ,   r i cochet ing   f rom,   reverberat ing  onto  

other  sur faces .  The  work  ca l l s  a t tent ion   to   i t s  arb i t rar iness ,  

constructedness ;   i t   in terrupts   i t se l f .   Instead  of  a   s ing le  center ,   there   i s  

past iche  and  cu l tura l   recombinat ion .  Anyth ing  can  be   juxtaposed   to  

anyth ing  e lse .  

T .  G i t l in   (1989)  

 

In  a   recent  "Ar lo  and   Jan is"  comic  s t r ip ,  a  man bores  h is   son  with  ob l igatory  

ta les  o f   "when  I  was  your  age ,"  but   instead  of   the   t rad i t iona l  1950s   ta le  o f  wa lk ing  

mi les   to  school   in   f reez ing  weather ,   th is  Baby  Boomer   father 's  memor ies  o f  how 

tough   l i fe  used   to  be  have  become  increas ing ly  " remote" :   "My Dad  would  ho l ler ,   'F ix  

the  TV! '"  Ar lo   reca l l s ,   remote   in  hand,  "and   I 'd   jump up  and   f idd le  w ith   the  vert ica l  

ho ld  unt i l   i t  was  c lear  and  as  soon  as   I 'd   s i t  down,   the  hor izonta l  ho ld  would  go!"   In  

the   last   f rame he  de l ivers   the   f ina l ,   c l i ched  mora l   to  h is  hope less ly  bored,  eyes‐

ro l led‐to‐ the‐top‐of  h is ‐head  boy:   "You 've  got   i t  easy ."  

My ch i ldren  wanted   the  D isney  Channel .   I t s   f ree  promot ion  had  conv inced  us  

that   the  whole   fami ly  might  en joy   i t  enough   to   just i fy   the  cost  o f   insta l la t ion  and   the  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"premium channel"  charge  which   the   loca l  cab le  monopoly  would  put  on  our  a l ready  

large  month ly   tab .  

As   I  watched   the   insta l ler   set  up  our  new Sanyo  cab le‐ready   remote  contro l  

te lev is ion  set   for  proper   recept ion ,   sort ing   through   the  mass  o f  cab les   ( f rom the  TV,  

two VCRs ,   the  cab le  connect ion) ,  p lac ing  a  s t range,  new p iece  of  equ ipment—a 

switch  box—on the   top  of   the  set ,   the   impl icat ions  o f  what  he  was  do ing  s lowly  

became c lear .  Without   th is  box ,   i t   seemed,  we cou ld  not  br ing   in  D isney;  a l though  my 

TV  cou ld  br ing   in  HBO or  C inemax  without  add i t iona l  equ ipment ,  Memphis  

Cab lev is ion  d id  not  have   the  capac i ty   to  de l iver  d i rect ly   to  my home the  unscrambled  

D isney  s igna l .  But   the  ob l igatory  b lack  box  had  a  major  s ide‐ef fect .   I t  made my 

remote  contro l  dev ice  unuseab le .  When  I  broke  my  incredu lous  s i lence   to  compla in  

to   the   insta l ler ,   I  was   in formed that   i f   I  wanted   to  cont inue   to  use  my remote ,   I  

would  need   to   rent  a   spec ia l   remote   f rom the  cab le  company   for  an  extra  charge!  

S tunned at   the  audac i ty  o f   th is   scheme,   the  suspens ion  of  one  of  my una l ienab le  

human r ights  and   i t s   re instatement   in  exchange   for  a  month ly   fee ,   I   immediate ly  

cance l led   the   insta l la t ion  and  showed the   insta l ler   the  door .  Compla ints   to  customer  

serv ice ,  both  at  Memphis  Cab lev is ion  and  at  D isney  Channel  headquarters ,  went  

unheeded.  My ch i ldren  were  d isappointed ,  but  as  a   fami ly  we agreed   that  do ing  

without   remote  contro l  was   too ,   too  h igh  pr ice   to  pay   for  acqu ir ing   the  D isney  

Channel .  We d idn ' t  want   to   return   to   the  o ld  days .  

 

ONLY 17% OF HOUSEHOLDS OWNED A  REMOTE CONTROL DEVICE   IN  1979 ;  a t   the  end  

of   the  80s ,  72% d id .  Over  60  mi l l ion  households  now no   longer  have   to  get  o f f   the  

sofa   to  change   the  TV.  As   th is   " l iv ing   room gadget  o f   the  decade"   (Sha les ,  1989)  has  

mult ip l ied   in  Malthus ian   fash ion   in  our   l i v ing   rooms,   i t s   image  abounds   too   in  our  

popular  cu l ture .  

—Being  There 's  Chauncey  Gardner ,  expe l led ,  as  ch i ld l ike  as  Kaspar  Hauser ,  

f rom h is   l i fe t ime hermitage ,  h is  on ly  knowledge  of   the  outs ide  wor ld  v ia  TV ,   t r ies   to  

zap  away  some muggers  w ith  h is   remote  contro l .  

—Garf ie ld ,   that  u l t imate  couch  potato ,   s i t s  on   the  sofa ,   t ry ing ,  w i thout  

success ,   to  use   John 's  RCD to   turn   the  pages  o f  a  book.  

—In  a  "Ca lv in  and  Hobbes ,"  Hobbes  comes   to  ask  h is  master   to  "go  p lay  

outs ide ,"  but  Ca lv in   i s   too  deep ly  mired   in  a   l i v ing   room cha i r   to  engage   in  phys ica l  

act iv i ty .  o f fers   the  ant ic ipatory   rat iona l i zat ions  o f  an  agoraphobic ‐ in ‐ t ra in ing ,   "No,"  

he   responds ,   " I t ' s   too  much   t roub le .  F i rs t   I 'd  have   to  get  up .  Then   I 'd  have   to   f ind  my 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hat  and  put   i t  on .   (S igh)  Then  we'd   run  around and   I 'd  get   t i red ,  and  when we came 

in   I 'd  have   to   take  a l l   that   s tuf f  o f f .  No  way."  "So  what  are  you  go ing   to  do   instead?"  

Hobbes  asks .   " I 'm  go ing   to  s i t  here  and  wai t   for  a  good  TV  show to  come on,"  Ca lv in  

answers .  To   th is  energet ic  p lan ,  Hobbes   responds  sarcast ica l ly   " I ' l l   te l l   your  mom to  

turn  you   toward   the   l ight  and  water  you  per iod ica l ly ."  Ca lv in   i s  not  phased;  he  

read i ly  accepts  h is  vegetat ive  s tate .   " Instead  of  mak ing  smart   remarks ,"  he  counters ,  

"you  cou ld  get  me the   remote  contro l . "  

—On MTV's   reso lute ly  mind less  qu iz   show "Remote  Contro l , "   three  party ‐

an imal  co l lege  s tudent  so l ips i s ts   sprawl   in   lounge  cha i rs ,   remotes   in  hand   ( they  

double  as  answer  buzzers   s igna l ing   the i r   response  when po inted  at   the  Mother  TV  on  

the  game board)  and  respond to  quest ions  about—what  e lse?—telev is ion .  At  break  

t ime,  munch ies   fa l l   f rom the  sky   l ike  manna   into   the  contestants '  prof fered  cerea l  

bowls .  And   in   the  end,   the   lead  po int ‐getter   s t retches  out   in  a  Craf tmat ic  Ad justab le  

Bed  and  p lays   for  more  pr izes   (which  of ten   inc lude,  o f  course ,  a   remote  contro l )  by  

ident i fy ing  a l l  o f   ten  mus ic  v ideos   regu lar ly  p layed  on  MTV,   the  channel  o f  cho ice ,  

a f ter  a l l ,   to  which  many  zappers   in   the  contestants '  age  group   turn   for   instant  

re lease   f rom the  du l l  and  un interest ing .  

—A newspaper  co lumnist   (D iebo ld ,  1989)   ins i s ts ,   tongue   f i rmly  p lanted   in  

cheek ,   that ,   judg ing  by   the  ev idence  of  h is  own household ,   remote  contro ls  cause  

v io lence .  He  has ,  he   reports ,  actua l ly   seen  h is  own ch i ldren  come to  b lows  whi le  

s t rugg l ing   for  possess ion  of   the   fami ly   remote .  

—In  Wes  Craven 's  horror   f i lm  Shocker   (1989) ,  a   ser ia l  k i l le r  escapes  h is  

e lectrocut ion  when a  power  surge  miracu lous ly   t ransforms h im  into  pure  energy ,  

Ab le   to   t ransport  h imse l f  over   the  a i rwaves   f rom one   te lev is ion  set   to  another ,  he  

goes  on  another  c r ime wave.   In   the  end,  however ,  h is  nemes is   "b lows  h im away"  with  

an  RCD,   turn ing  of f   the  TV   in  which   the  k i l le r   i s  momentar i ly   t rapped  before  he  has  

the  chance   to  escape.  L ike   the  western  gunf ighter ,  he  expresses  h is   sat i s fact ion  with  

a  c lass ic  gesture ,  b lowing   the  smoke  away   f rom the  barre l  o f  h is   "weapon"  and  

p lac ing   i t  back   in  h is  ho ls ter/pocket .  

—In  a   f i lm  ca l led  Stay  Tuned   ( (Peter  Hyams,  1992) ,  a   te lev is ion  add ict  and  

RCD  junk ie   ("Very  soon,"  he  pred icts ,   "we' l l   just  evo lve   into  huge  heads  with  a  

remote  contro l   f inger" )   subscr ibes   to  a  new sate l l i te   system and,  a long  with  h is  w i fe ,  

i s  absorbed   into   i t ,   t rapped   ( l ike  Buster  Keaton  who  found h imse l f   caught   ins ide  a  

movie   in  Sher lock ,   J r . )   in   i t s   f low,  zapped  f rom one  program to  another ,   f rom a  

profess iona l  wrest l ing  match   to   re ‐ runs  o f  Three 's  Company.  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—On an  ep isode  of  S teven  Sp ie lberg 's   short ‐ l ived  Amaz ing  Stor ies  ent i t led  

"Remote  Contro l  Man,"  a  poor  s lob  add icted   to  TV  as  escape   f rom a  nagg ing  wi fe  and  

awfu l   fami ly  buys  a  new state‐of ‐ the‐art   set  whose   remote  a l lows  h im to   t ransform 

h is   fami ly   in to  characters   f rom TV   ( June  C leaver ,   the  Hu lk ,  Ed  McMahon,  Gary  

Co leman,  R ichard  S immons) .  

—In  another  "Ar lo  and   Jan is"   s t r ip ,  we  see  Ar lo  sound as leep   in  h is  easy  cha i r .  

In   the  second  f rame he  awakes  w ith  a  s tart  and  cr ies  out  "Where 's   the  TV  remote  

contro l?"   In   f rame three ,  h is   son ,  Eugene,  br ings   i t   to  h im.   In   the   f ina l   f rame he  

returns   to   the  same pos i t ion  as   the   f i r s t ,  aga in  sound as leep,  but   th is   t ime with  h is  

RCD  f i rmly   in  hand.  

—Jay  Leno   te l l s  about  h is   recent  purchase  of  a  brand  new TV,  complete  with  

remote ,  as  a  present   for  h is  mother  and   father .  The  parents  o f  a   s tar ,   Leno  exp la ins ,  

shou ld  be  brought   in to   the  modern  age—whether   they  want   to  come or  not .  V is i t ing  

months   la ter  Leno  d iscovered,  however ,   that   though   the  TV  was   in  use ,   the   remote  

was  bur ied   in  a  drawer .  H is  mother ,   i t   seems,  was  a f ra id   to  use   i t ,   terr i f ied   that   i t s  

misd i rected  beam might  shatter ,   l i ke  a  S tar  Trek  phaser ,  a  nearby  vase ,  or ,  horror  o f  

horrors ,  h i s   fa ther .  

—In  an  ed i tor ia l   cartoon   ("Drawing  Board") ,  Kev in  Ka l laugher   (carc icatur is t  

for  London's  The  Economist )   shows  a  man  in   the  s tandard   remote  user  pos i t ion ,  

s tar ing  s t ra ight  ahead,  a  vacuous   look   in  h is  eyes ,  dev ice   in  hand.  The   top  of  h is  head  

opens  and  out  c rawls  h is  bra in .  F rom a  pos i t ion  at  h is   s ide ,   the  bra in   t r ies   to  get   i t s  

"owner 's"  a t tent ion:   "Hey!  You! ,"   i t   screams.  " I t ' s  me!  Your  bra in .   I 'm  t i red  of  a l l   th is  

TV!"   I t  has ,   i t   seems,  been  read ing   recent  s tud ies  o f   te lev is ion 's  e f fects 1:   "Reports  

say ,"   i t   lectures   the  s t i l l  ob l iv ious  couch  potato ,   " that  you  get  pass ive .  You  get   tense .  

You  get  anx ious .  You  get   f rustrated .  And   i t ' s   t ime to  do  someth ing  about   i t !"  Heed ing  

i t s  adv ice ,   the  v iewer   turns  away  momentar i ly   f rom h is   remote  contro l l ing   to  "zap ,"  

in  D i r ty  Harry  s ty le ,  h is  own bra in ,  b lowing   i t  away  at   the   touch  of  a  button.  With   the  

rude   interrupt ion  now beh ind  h im,  he   returns   to  h is  graz ing ,  assuming  aga in   the  

pos i t ion ,   though  now bra in ‐dead.  

 

NOW THE STUFF  OF  WHICH CARTOONS AND MONOLOGUES  a re  made,   remote  contro ls  

are  neverthe less  approach ing  "myth ic"   s tatus .  Under   the   tute lage  of  Ro land  Barthes '  

                                            
1 As Kubey and Csikszentmihaly i  have shown (1988), TV does provide 

re laxat ion, but prolonged viewing makes the average viewer feel  considerably 
worse, often gui l ty,  less re laxed (even stressed), and largely incapable of 
taking on complex tasks. 
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reversa l  o f   the  po les   (1957) ,  we  now can  see  a  myth  as  a  way  of  understand ing  no  

longer  prob lemat ic ,  as  a  k ind  of   th ink ing  or  do ing  which  has  become so   inextr icab ly  

part  o f  our  cu l tura l   consc iousness ,   so  much  now common sense   that   i t   seems a lmost  

inv is ib le :  a   form of  be ing  which  has  come to  seem ent i re ly  natura l .  

Te lev is ion   i t se l f   i s  a l ready  myth ic   in  Barthes '   sense .  As  Ne i l  Postman has  

noted   (1985) ,   "We are  no   longer   fasc inated  or  perp lexed  by   i t s  mach inery .  We do  not  

te l l   s tor ies  o f   i t s  wonders .  We do  not  conf ine  our   te lev is ion  sets   to  spec ia l   rooms."  

A l ready   i t   takes   the  s t range  mind  of  an  art i s t   l i ke  Nam June  Pa ik  or   f i lmmaker  

N icho las  Roeg,   to  br ing  us  even  a  g l impse  of   te lev is ion 's  uncanniness .2 

Now,  a f ter  on ly  a   few short  years  o f  w idespread  use ,  a f ter  on ly   three  decades  

o f  actua l  ex is tence ,   the   remote  contro l  appears  more   than  ready   to  go   the  way  of   i t s  

companion   instrument .  The  sort  o f   fasc inat ion  which  numinous  new media/new 

technology   induce   in   the  so‐ca l led  "pr imit ive"  mind—recorded,  whi le   i t   s t i l l   cou ld  

ex is t ,  by  Edmund Carpenter   in  h is  media  ethnography,  Oh,  What  a  B low That  

Phantom Gave  Me!   (1973)—can not  ex is t   for   long ,  a f ter  a l l ,   in   th is  cu l ture  o f  

technosophis t icates .   Leno 's  mother   i s  c lear ly  an  odd i ty  o f   the   t ime,  d is t ingu ished,  o f  

course ,  by  her  age .  A l ready ,  Many  of  us  can  no   longer  conce ive  of  non‐remote  

te lev is ion  v iewing .  The  Pa ik ‐ l ike  cover  o f   John  F iske 's  Te lev is ion  Cu l ture   (1987) ,  a  

recurs ive   image  of  an  extreme c lose‐up  of  a   remote  contro l  dev ice   f i l l ing   the   f rame 

of  a   te lev is ion ,   set  aga inst   the  ground of  1 )  a  newspaper  gu ide   to  TV  v iewing  and  2)  

the  se l f ‐ same RCD,  seems an  accurate   render ing :   ins ide  and  out  o f  our  TVs   the  

remote ,   recurs ive ly  ever ‐present ,   i s   "what 's  on ."  

The   fo l lowing   re f lect ions  are  o f fered  with   the   intent  o f  demytho log iz ing   the  

remote  before   i t s  complete   t ransformat ion   into  a  mere  household  app l iance ,   i t s  

d issembl ing   into   the  gu ise  o f   the  ord inary ,   i s   complete ,  whi le  s t i l l  a  h int  o f  mystery  

c l ings   to   th is   s iny  box  of  buttons   in  our  hand.  

                                            
2 S ince 1963, the Korean born Paik has demonstrated a " l i fe long effort  

to deconstruct and demyst i fy te levis ion" through unclass i f iable works in 
which te levis ions—dis located from their  normal locals (p laced in jungle 
sett ings, for example, or formed into new constel lat ions in the sky) and 
distorted (Paik 's "prepared" te levis ions a lter normal p icture recept ion in 
strange and unexpected ways—again become myster ious cultural  objects.  
Roeg's The Man Who Fel l  to Earth (1976) te l ls  the story of an al ien being 
(played by David Bowie) who comes to th is p lanet on a miss ion to secure 
water for h is own, an ar id wasteland, but becomes entrapped by American 
culture. One of h is debi l i tat ing obsessions becomes the s lavish watching of 
hundreds of te levis ion images at the same t ime, images which he f inds 
numinous but enthral l ing. For a fu l ler d iscussion of Paik 's work, see Hanhardt 
(1987); Youngblood (1978), and Jameson (1984). Jameson also notes the 
s imi lar i ty of Paik 's and Roeg's v is ions of TV. 
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AS THE RESULT  OF  A  "FUNDAMENTAL WEIRDNESS,"   contemporary  mass ,  exoter ic  

cu l ture  now often  mimics   the   former ly  esoter ic   s ty les  o f  exper imenta l  ar t   (Po lan ,  

1986) .  Not  surpr is ing ly ,   then,   remotes  enab le  users   to   fee l  c reat ive .  Umberto  Eco ,  

for  example ,  has  suggested   that   remotes  may  be  a  way  of   increas ing  aesthet ic  

sat i s fact ion  by  subvert ing   the  c losed   texts  o f   ind iv idua l  programs and  s ing le  channels  

in to   the  open   interpretat ion  graz ing   requ ires .  By  a l lowing  us   to  " t ransform 

someth ing   that  was  meant   to  be  very  dogmat ic—to  make  you   laugh,   to  make  you  

cry—into  a   f ree  co l lage ,"   remotes ,  Eco  c la ims,   "can  make   the   te lev is ion   into  a  

P icasso"   (S tokes ,  1990) .3 

In  an  essay  exp lor ing   the  pro l i ferat ion  of   the  hyper‐genre  of   s imulat ion  on  

te lev is ion ,  Michae l  Sork in  notes   that   the  " f low"  of   te lev is ion  shares  much   in  common 

with  a  Surrea l i s t  exerc ise  known as  " the  Exqu is i te  Corpse ."  Exqu is i te  corpses  are  

co l laborat ive  works ,  both  drawings  and  poetry ,   in  which   ind iv idua l  contr ibutors  work  

together   to  create  a  work  but  w ithout  any  knowledge  of   the i r  predecessor 's   input .  At  

the   top  of  a  p iece  of  paper ,   for  example ,  one  art i s t  may  draw a   f igure  or  des ign ,   in  

whole  or   in  part ,  and   then   fo ld   the  paper  so   that   the  next   in   l ine  cou ld  not  see   the  

beg inn ing .  The  next  adds  h is  drawing ,  aga in ,   fo ld ing   the  paper   to  obscure   the   f i r s t  

two contr ibut ions ,  and   turn ing   i t  over   to  a   th i rd   .   .   .  and  so   forth .   (Poets  can  eas i ly  

p lay  a  s imi lar  game. )  

L ike   the  "Exqu is i te  Corpse ,"  Sork in  wr i tes ,   "TV   i s  about   juxtapos i t ion .  TV 's  

formal  env i ronment   thr ives  on   the  mult ip l ier  e f fect  o f  acc identa l  co l laborat ions  

among a  community  o f  propagators  and  users ."  An  even ing 's  pr ime‐t ime v iewing  

 

                                            
3 Eco, i t  must be noted, is  careful  to d ist inguish between "works that 

were meant to be open" and the "patchwork" openness produced by a remote. 
Any cr i t ic  tempted to theor ize about remote control  users as art ists would do 
wel l  to keep in mind the fo l lowing sober ing observat ion from McKibben 
(1992): 
 

Televis ion, the culture's great instrument, speaks to e ighty-year-olds 
and eighteen-year-olds with the same voice. I  th ink of grandmother, 
spending her last years remote control  in hand. She could watch what 
she fe lt  l ike, of  course, but a lmost a l l  the choices had been created for 
those with desirable demographics. Televis ion never grows old, never 
ceases that smal l  ta lk that may be innocuous when you're th irty but 
should be monstrous by the end of your l i fe.  R ight to the last day of 
my grandmother 's l i fe i t  cont inued to offer her the s ight of Donahue 
discussing sex changes and Cosby making faces and Vanna spinning 
letters.  
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i s   s t ructured  by  a  d ia lect ic  o f  e l i s ion  and  r i f t  among  the  var ious  w indows 

(commerc ia l   schedul ing ,  programming,   "news")   through  which   images  enter  

the  broadcast  and  are  combined  as   te lev is ion .   "F low"   i s  more  of  a  

c i rcumstance   than  a  product .  The   rea l  output   i s   the  quantum,   the  smal lest  

maneuverab le  broadcast  b i t .  And,  w i th   the  spread  of  cab le ,  VCRs ,  computer  

zames,  and   the  power   to  zap ,   "broadcasters"  are  acce lerat ing   toward   the  

re l inqu ishment—or   rather   the   t ranscendence—of   interest  and   investment   in  

sequence.  Any  arrangement  o f  b i ts  w i l l  u l t imate ly  produce   the  same ef fects .  

(Sork in ,  1987)  

 

As  we  look  on  at   " the  min iscu l i zat ion  of  TV 's  combinab le  b i ts ,"  we  beg in   to  grasp  

te lev is ion 's   t rue  sense  of  order .  Accord ing   to  an  o ld   thought  exper iment ,  enough  

monkeys ,   randomly   typ ing  on  enough  mach ines  would  eventua l ly   turn  out   the  works  

o f  Shakespeare   (and  waste  a   t remendous  amount  o f  paper   in   the  process ) .  But  

" te lev is ion 's   log ic ,"  Sork in  suggests ,   "acce lerates   toward  a  bo ld ly  economic  

reso lut ion  of   th is  d i f f i cu l ty .  The  system,  by  def in i t ion ,  cannot  make  an   i l leg ib le  

ar t i fact :  every  ch imp  i s  a  Shakespeare .  No  combinat ion   i s   lost   to  meaning ."  

Sork in 's  essay  does  not  spec i f i ca l ly  address   the  quest ion  of   the  e f fect  o f  

remotes  on   th is   log ic ,  but  c lear ly   the  process  he  descr ibes  can  on ly  be  exponent ia l ly  

acce lerated  by   the i r  growing  prominence. 4 Severa l  commentators  have  noted   that  

channel   switch ing  enab les  v iewers   to  make  up   the i r  own mosa ic  o f   images ,  but  

"mosa ic"  hard ly  captures   the  s t range,   surrea l  nature  of   the  act iv i ty .  We should   th ink ,  

rather ,  o f   the  hybr id ,   random creat ions  o f   the  grazer  as  Exqu is i te  Corpses .  Thanks   to  

the   remote ,   the   rev iv icat ion  of   the  exqu is i te  corpse  becomes,   for   the   inveterate  

remote  user ,  a  n ight ly  pursu i t  o f  a  new order  "as  beaut i fu l  as   the  chance  encounter  

o f  a   sewing  mach ine  and  an  umbre l la  on  a  d issect ing   tab le ." 5 Each  grazer   i s ,   in   fact ,  a  

re ‐an imator ;  each  n ight  before   the  TV  a  n ight  o f   the   l iv ing  dead.  

                                            
4 Over a decade ago, before the widespread use of remote control ,  

Susan Sontag issued (1977) an urgent cal l  for an "ecology" of images. Any 
pract ic ing ecologist  in the 1990s wi l l  certa in ly have to contend with remotes, 
which mindless ly d isseminate images into the cultural  environment as widely 
and careless ly as fast food chains broadcast styrofoam. 

5 A favor ite,  oft-quoted l ine from a Surreal ist  precursor,  the Comte de 
Lautreamont, written in the 1830s. 
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Permit  me,   i f  you  wi l l ,   to  d isp lay  before  you  on ly  one  such  corpse ,  brought   to  

l i fe  v ia  Memphis  Cab le  V is ion  at  7 :35  p .m. ,  Centra l  S tandard  T ime,  on  Thurday ,   June  

25 ,  1992.   ( I  w i l l  a t tempt  no  autopsy . ) 6 

 

A  smal l  boy  at  Sa int   Jude 's  Hosp i ta l   i s   fed   intravenous ly  dur ing  chemotherapy;  

on  A  D i f ferent  Wor ld ,  co l lege  women ta lk  o f   " reappropr iat ing   the  symbols  o f  

our  oppressors ."  On  a  cab le  access  channel   loca l  experts   ta lk  about  home 

insurance;  on  Drexe l ' s  C lass ,   two teachers  meet  at  a  dr ink ing   founta in ;  wha le  

watchers   t rack  k i l le r  wha les ;   s tudents   remodel  a  house;  a   spokesman  for  

Sears  makes  a   fu l l  d i sc losure  about   recent  charges  o f   f raud   in  automot ive  

repa i r ;   L loyd  Br idges  narrates  an  un ident i f iab le  documentary   in  which  a  man 

p lays  Santa  C laus ;  a  posse   t racks  some out laws;   the  name of  a  QVC winner   i s  

se lected   f rom a  c lear  p last ic  barre l ;  Burger  K ing  c la ims   they  "are   the  one" ;  

Michae l  Kuzak   (Harry  Haml in )  addresses   the   jury  on  L .A .  Law;   the   fast  de l ivery  

o f  Domino 's  P izzas   i s   tauted;  Robert  Conrad  pretends   to  have  a  French‐

Canad ian  accent ;   toy  dancers  powered  by  " today 's  Durace l l s"  out last   the  

compet i t ion ;  a   radar   image  of   the  Memphis  area   revea ls   impending  

thunderstorms;  Sgt .   Joe  Fr iday   interrogates  a  suspect  on  Dragnet ;  on  Th is   I s  

Your  L i fe ,   Jeannette  MacDonald   i s   reun i ted  with   the  min is ter  who marr ied  

her ;  pr ices  are  dramat ica l ly   s lashed   in  a  Go ing  Out  o f  Bus iness  Sa le  at  Shoe  

B iz ;  CNN Headl ine  News reports  on   the  popular i ty  o f   "hash"   runn ing   in  New 

York  C i ty ;  CNN reports  on  a  man who has  been  s ta lk ing   Janet   Jackson;   the  

Co lor  Match  Car  Care  System  is  promoted   in  an   in fomerc ia l ;  profess iona l  

pa inters  are  sa id   to  a lways  s tart  w i th  Sherwin‐Wi l l iams;  Hurr icane  Ce l ia ' s  

progress   i s   charted;  Rep.   J im  S lat tery   (D‐Kansas)   speaks  on   the   f loor  o f   the  

Uni ted  States  House  of  Representat ives ;  Ho  Frat  Ho  performs   ( in  a   rap  v ideo)  

the  Ho  Frat  Ho  Swing;  Senator  Warren  Rudman  (R‐New Hampsh ire)   speaks  on  

the   f loor  o f   the  Uni ted  States  Senate ;  D ick  Van  Dyke  speaks  o f  preserv ing  

te lev is ion 's  her i tage"   through  re‐runs  o f   I   Love  Lucy  on  N icke lodeon;   in  an  

interv iew,  Kurt  Russe l l   ta lks  about  Bu l l  Durham,  which  was  based  on  h is   l i fe ;  

we   learn   the  800  number   for  Super  8  Mote ls ;  a  woman demands   the  keys  o f  

                                            
6 In a book which records the results of a exper imental  v iewing of one 

day (over two thousand hours) of cable te levis ion compared with one day in 
nature, Mc Kibben (1992) offers h is own fasc inat ing vers ion of an exquis i te 
corpse. 
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her  obv ious ly  drunk  male  companion,  as  we  learn  not  on ly   that  "Fr iends  Don 't  

Let  F r iends  Dr ive  Drunk"  but   that  "Cab le  Te lev is ion  Cares ."  

 

Suf f ice   i t   to  say ,   that   such  excurs ions   in to  Wacky  Land  may  be  undertaken  at  any  

t ime of   the  day  or  n ight ,  each   t ime produc ing  d i f ferent   resu l ts .  The  German 

e lectron ic  composer  Kar lhe inz  S tockhausen  has  created  an  ever‐evo lv ing  work  he  

ca l l s  Kurzwel len   ("Shortwave") ,   in  which  a  group  of  mus ic ians   responds   intu i t ive ly  

and  resonant ly  w i th  bursts  o f   shortwave  recept ion  se lected  by  a  mastermind  

(Stockhausen,  o f  course)  o f   the   rad io  d ia l ;  each  performance,  as  a leator ic  as   the  

broadcast   spectrum,   i s   thus  complete ly  d i f ferent   f rom the   last .  Every  grazer  can  

pretend   to  be   the  mastermind  of  a   s imi lar ,   though   te lev isua l ,   c reat ion .  And  yet   so  

accustomed are  we becoming   to   the  myth  of   the   remote   the   tac i t  acceptance  of  a  

"d ia lect ic  o f  e l i s ion  and  r i f t"   requ ired  by  such  a  spacy  adventure  comes  more  and  

more  natura l ly .  

Surveys  cont inue   to  show,  o f  course ,   that   some people—more  of ten  women 

than  men,  more  of ten  o ld   than  young—do not  graze  and  see  no  mer i t   in   i t . 7 

Revea l ing ly ,   they   ind icate  as  wel l   that  even  ded icated  grazers  o f ten  become  i r r i ta ted  

when someone e lse  masterminds   the  graz ing  as   i f   the i r  masturbatory  ar t  has  no  

aud ience  but   the  art i s t ,  as   i f   f l ippancy   i s  best  per formed a lone.  

And  yet   the  more  we watch  TV,   the  more  our  obsess ive  se lect ion ,  our  manic  

search  v ia   remotes  and  smart  w indows,  d isc loses  odd  coupl ings  and  s t range  

t ransmutat ion ,   the  more  our  v iewing   i s  governed  by  a  meta‐ i rony .   In  a l l   i t s   range,   the  

one   th ing  we se ldom,   i f  ever ,   see  on  TV,  as  Barbara  Ehrenre ich  has  noted,   i s  peop le  

watch ing   te lev is ion .   In   fact ,   i t  may  wel l  be   that  "We watch   te lev is ion  because  

                                            
7 "Writ ing in Esquire  magazine ( in a column cal led "The F irst  Sex"),  

Bing (1990), winking at h is fe l low males, reveal ingly confesses his own 
motives in using his RCD: 
 

I  love my remote, but I  take i t  out of my mouth sometimes. During the 
day, for instance, I  keep i t  holstered. .  .  .  But late at n ight,  when the 
chi ldren are in their  warm, tousled beds and my wife is  upstairs 
dreaming of upholstery, .  .  .  when I can f inal ly be with myself—not 
myself  as a father or husband or son or commuter or agressive 
pedestr ian or angry restaurant patron or d isappointed sports fan or 
corporate funct ionary, but myself  as tota l  human being on the face of 
the planet,  the person known to myself  and no other—I pick up my 
remote and watch TV l ike a man. 
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te lev is ion  br ings  us  a  wor ld   in  which   te lev is ion  does  not  ex is t"   (1987) . 8 Remote ,  

f l ippant ,   the  couch  potato   i s  a  c reature  of  paradox .  

 

IN  PHIL IP  K .  D ICK 'S  DO ANDROIDS  DREAM OF ELECTRIC  SHEEP?   (1968) ,  den izens  o f  a  

future ,  post ‐nuc lear ‐ho locaust ,   tota l ly  ar t i f i c ia l  Earth   (people   lav ish  great  a f fect ion  

on  s imulated ,   robot ic  pets ,  and  renegade,  k i l le r  andro ids   roam the  s t reets )  are  

equ ipped  with  spec ia l  Mood Organs  by  means  of  which   they  can  program the i r  own 

fee l ings  as   the  s t resses  o f   the  day  demand.  One  popular   sett ing ,  we   learn ,   i s   " the  

des i re   to  watch   te lev is ion  no  matter  what 's  on ."  Our  pr imit ive   remotes  have  no  such  

sett ings  as  yet  and  cannot  program our  des i res ,  but   they  certa in ly  do  come  in  

"handy"  when the  mood h i ts  us   to  watch   te lev is ion  no  matter  what 's  on .  

Snyder  quotes  a   ret i red  execut ive 's  approach   to  graz ing ,  an  approach   that  

must  be   fa i r ly  common:  " I  have  my  idea  of  what   I  want   to   look  at .   I f   i t  doesn ' t  meet  

my spec i f i cat ions ,   I   f l ip   through   the  s tat ions .   I f   I   s t i l l   can ' t   f ind  anyth ing   to  watch  

a f ter   f ive  or   ten  minutes ,   I   turn   i t  o f f"   (Snyder ,  1988) .  Many  grazers ,  o f  course ,  are  

not  so   fast  w i th   the  of f  button ,  but  cont inue  graz ing ,  ever   in  search  of   someth ing   to  

watch ,   just   "watch ing   te lev is ion ."  "Enterta inment  g ives  us  what  we want ,"  a  media  

cr i t i c  has  noted,  whi le  "Art  g ives  us  what  we d idn ' t  know we want"   (Youngb lood,  

1978) .  Graz ing ,  however ,  necess i tates  a  modi f icat ion  of   th is   s imple  but  e loquent  

def in i t ion :   for  graz ing   i s  enterta inment  as   the  search   for  what   the  v iewer  wants :  

enterta inment  as   the  search   for  enterta inment .  

L ike   Je f f   Je f f r ies   in  H i tchcock 's  Rear  Window,  we have   i t   in  us   to  become 

immobi l i zed  spectators ,  voyeurs ,  before  a  mult ip le  w indow exh ib i t ion .  H i tchcock 's  

voyeur ,  bedr idden  with  a  broken   leg ,  became a  Peep ing  Tom as  a   resu l t  o f   forced  

boredom.  We,  however ,  choose   the  couch.   Je f f r ies   l i ved   too  ear ly—the  f i lm  was  

re leased   in  1954—to make  use  of  even  a  pr imit ive   remote   ( though  a  pan  of   the  head  

enab les  h im to  change  channels ) ,  but  he  c lear ly   s tands  as  an  ancestra l   f igure  o f   the  

couch  potato .  Today ,   i f  we  have   the   r ight  equ ipment ,   in   fact ,  we  can  even  open,  w i th  

the   touch  of  a   remote ,  a  "smart  w indow"  in   the  p ic ture  at  hand  and  examine   two 

of fer ings  at  once .  

In  a  "cu l ture  o f   inst inct ive  semiot ic ians"   (Eco ,  1986) ,  not  surpr is ing ly ,   i t  has  

become more  and  more   the  case   that  one  channel  cannot  sat i s fy .  Grazers  speak  of  

                                            
8 I f  we do discover people watching te levis ion on te levis ion, Ehrenreich 

observes, i t  is  "only for a second, before the phone r ings or a brand-new 
mult irac ia l  adopted chi ld walks into the house." But "they are never real ly 
watching, hour after hour, the way real  people do. 
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enjoy ing   the  cha l lenge  of   fo l lowing  more   than  one  p lot  a t  a   t ime,  o f  mov ing  back  and  

forth  not   just  across  channels  but  between d i f ferent  genres  and  d is t inct   forms,   t ry ing  

to  keep   them a l l   " s t ra ight"   (Snyder ,  1988) .  But  we must  be  carefu l ,   i f  we  are   to  avo id  

fa l l ing  prey   to  myth ,  not   to   take   these  deve lopments  as  natura l  or  va lue   f ree .  Our  

gadgets  d isc lose  our  mot ives ;  our  use  of   them can  exh ib i t  a  psycho log ica l   s ty le .  

Snyder  quotes  a  woman's  annoyance  with  her  husband 's   inveterate  graz ing .  

 

He   l ies  on   the  couch  and  p lays   the  p iano  on   the  cab le  box .  Every  second  i t ' s  

sw itchy‐switchy .   I t  dr ives  me crazy .   I t  has  someth ing   to  do  with  a  short  

a t tent ion  span  or  hyperact iv i ty .  He  c la ims   i t ' s  how he  re laxes ,  but   i t ' s  very  

aggress ive .   I  guess  he   fee ls   in  contro l .  Anyth ing  he  doesn ' t   l i ke ,  whammo,   i t ' s  

gone.   (Snyder ,  1988;   i ta l i cs )  

 

I t   i s  an   i l lus ion   to  be l ieve   that   technolog ica l  dev ices  send  mere ly   techn ica l  messages .  

"F l ippancy ,"   th is  woman knows,  may   in   fact  be  a   form of  dominat ion ,  a  dream of  

manipu lat ion .  Conv inced   that  p leasure   i s  best  a t ta ined   through  mastery   (S la ter ,  

1974) .  Amer ican  cu l ture  appears   f i rmly  committed   to  a  s t range  hedonics ,  and   the  

remote  contro l  dev ice ,  appea l ing  as   i t  does—l ike  a l l   forms  of   f inger‐ t ip  contro l—to  a  

fantasy  o f   in fant i le  narc iss i s t ic  omnipotence  complements   i t ,  per fect ly . 9 

 

REMOTE CONTROL  .   .   .   IN  HIS  ATTEMPT TO THINK THROUGH   the  nature  of  human 

movement  and  deve lop   the  pr inc ip les  o f   "K inetography,"  dance   theor is t  Rudol f   Laban  

has  wr i t ten   (1988)  o f  a   form of  "e lementa l  act ion"  he   labe ls ,   s imply ,   " remote ."  When 

we are   remote ,  Laban  suggests ,  we  are   the  oppos i te  o f   "near ."  No   longer  present   to  

th ings   in  need  of  our  "warm  impact  or  carefu l  cons iderat ion ,"  no   longer   requ ired   to  

express  "s t rong  at tachment"  or  even  "superf ic ia l   touch ,"  we exper ience   instead  a  

"detachment  which  may   inc lude   focus  on  se l f  or  un iversa l  a t tent ion ,   together  w ith  

restra int  or  abandon."  Are  we not  " remote"  when we use   the   remote?  Does  not  

remote  contro l   immerse  us   in   th is  mode?   In  a  cu l ture  o f  narc iss i sm,  waf f l ing  between 

se l f ‐obsess ion  and  "un iversa l  a t tent ion"—the modern  psyche,  Hannah  Arendt  shows 

in  The  Human Condit ion   (1958) ,   i s  engaged   in  a  " twofo ld   f l ight" :   " f rom the  Earth   into  

                                            
9 "I  can't  stand the way you jump around," says my wife over the 

latest Anita Brookner as I  move from giant trucks on ESPN to King Lear on 
PBS and back to Nick at Nite 's cont inuing Mr. Ed fest ival .  .  .  .  As a man, I  
must graze in the broad and swampy f ie lds of contemporary c iv i l izat ion. 
That 's my karma. Cal l  i t  k ismet. The spectrum in the message. The medium is 
my program. So open that b ig e lectronic channel and come on down! 
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the  un iverse  and   f rom the  wor ld   in to   the  se l f" 10—the  remote  conf i rms  us   in   th is  

f l ippancy ,  a l lows  us   to  act   i t  out  whi le  s t i l l   inert   in  our   l i v ing   rooms.  

The  pa inter  " takes  h is  body  with  h im,"  Pau l  Va lery  once  noted   (Mer leau‐

Ponty ,  1964) .  Does   the  grazer?  "Tubers ,"  80s '   s lang   in   i t s  w isdom has   i t ,  a re  "couch  

potatoes ,"   i .e . ,   they  are  vegetab les :   ind iv idua ls  w i thout  use  of   the i r  body.  To  use  a  

remote   i s  an  out ‐of ‐body  exper ience .11 

In  "Where  Am  I?"  ph i losopher  Dan ie l  Dennett   (1981) ,  a  prominent  author i ty  

on   the  nature  of   the  human mind  and   the  deve lopment  o f  ar t i f i c ia l   in te l l igence ,  

o f fers  a  " thought  exper iment"   in  which  NASA removes  a  man's  bra in   f rom h is  body—

plac ing   i t ,   "d isembodied   in  Houston,"   in  a   l i fe ‐support   system at   the  Manned 

Spacecraf t  Center—so that  "he"  can  be  sent  on  a   rescue  miss ion   into  a  h igh ly  

rad ioact ive  underground chamber .  Dennett ' s  caut ionary   ta le   leads   to  much   futur is t ic  

specu lat ion  on   the  poss ib i l i ty   for  and   impl icat ions  o f   " remote  sens ing"  and  

" te lepresence"   (Marv in  Minsky 's   term) ,  and  a  meditat ion  on  mind‐body   interact ion ,  

the  nature  of   rea l i ty ,  and   the   locat ion  of   the  se l f .  Such   thought  exper iments ,   in   fact ,  

become  increas ing ly  common:   the  antho logy   (ed i ted  by  Dennett  and  Doug las  

Hofstadter )   in  which  "Who Am  I?"  appears  co l lects   severa l   s imi lar  ones .  

On   the  even ing  of  October  17 ,  1989,  my body,   suf fer ing   f rom a  bad  co ld ,   lay  

prone  before   the   te lev is ion  on  a  sofa   in   the   l iv ing   room of  my Memphis ,  Tennessee  

apartment .  When  I  had   turned   the  set  on ,   I   tuned   i t   to   the   loca l  ABC  a f f i l ia te   to  

watch  Game Three  of   the  Wor ld  Ser ies ,  but   the   remote  contro l   lay  w ith in   reach  on  a  

nearby   tab le .  Then,  dur ing   the  pre‐game show,  ABC  lost   i t s   feed   f rom San  Franc isco .  

As   I   learned   that   the  Bay  Area  had  been  h i t  by  a  s t rong  earthquake,   I   remained  with  

ABC  for  a   t ime,  but   then  reached   for   the   remote .  D isembodied   in  Memphis ,  a  couch  

potato ,"   I  was  neverthe less  ab le ,  v ia  a  k ind  of   te lepresence ,   to  exp lore   the  e f fects  o f  

the  quake  on   the  Bay  Area  not   f rom a  s ing le  perspect ive  but   through   the  eyes  and  

ears  o f  NBC,  CBS ,  ABC,  and  CNN.  Safe   in  Memphis ,  my  remote  senses  moved through  

th is  c i ty  a t   the   touch  of  a  button ,  wa lked  across  severed  br idges ,  w i tnessed  co l lapsed  

                                            
10 I  have explored th is f l ight,  and the "spaciness" that results,  at 

length in Late for the Sky: The Mental i ty of the Space Age  (Lavery, 1992). 
11 "TV," to quote McKibben (1992) yet again, "restr icts the use of our 

senses—that is  one of the ways i t  robs us of information. It  asks us to use 
our eyes and ears, and only our eyes and ears. I f  i t  is  doing i ts job 
'correct ly, '  you lose consciousness of your body, at least unt i l  a sort of  achy 
torpor begins to assert i tse l f ,  and maybe after some hours a dul l  headache, 
and of course the insat iable hunger that you never real ly not ice but that 
somehow demands a constant stream of chips and soda. I f  you cut off  your 
nose to spite your face, or for any other reason, i t  wouldn't  impair your 
abi l i ty to watch te levis ion." 
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in terstates ,   looked  on   f rom an  aer ia l  v iew at  a   rag ing   f i re   in   the  Mar ina  d is t r ic t .   .   .   .  

In   January  o f  1991,   I   found  myse l f   te lepresent  at   the  Pers ian  Gu l f  War   (or ,   I   shou ld  

say ,  a t   those  scenes  U .S .  Government  censors  chose   to  a l low me to  see) ,  g raz ing  my 

way   through   the   f i r s t  pr ime‐t ime war   (K i rn ,  1990) .  And   in  Apr i l  1992,   I   cou ld  

remote ly  sense  catastrophe  unfo ld ing—telepresent   th is   t ime at   the  burn ing  of  Los  

Ange les ,  a  d is tant  voyeur  at   the  horr ib le  beat ing  o f  a   t ruck  dr iver ,  a  v icar ious   looter  

o f   s tores ,  push  button   torch  of  a  c i ty   two thousand  mi les  away.  

"Our  cond i t ion ,"  wr i tes  S tan ley  Cave l l   (1971) ,   "has  become one   in  which  our  

natura l  mode of  percept ion   i s   to  v iew,   fee l ing  unseen.  We do  not  so  much   look  at   the  

wor ld  as   look  out  at   i t ,   f rom beh ind   the  se l f . "  Noth ing   in   the  pr imal   scene  of  graz ing  

contrad icts   th is  not ion .   Indeed,  everyth ing  about   remote  contro l l ing  encourages   just  

such  a  s tance .  

I f   i t   i s   t rue ,  as  Meyrowitz  has  argued   (1985) ,   that  e lectron ic  media   in  genera l  

and   te lev is ion   in  part icu lar   subt ly  a l ter—through  a   t ransformat ion  of  our  customary  

"s i tuat iona l  geography"   (Meyrowitz ,  1985)—our  sense  of  proper  behav ior   in  g iven  

soc ia l   set t ings   (br ing ing  "backstage"  behav ior   in to   the   foreground,   for  example 12) ,  

the  pro l i ferat ion  of   remote  contro l  can  on ly  acce lerate   the  process .   I f   today ,  we  

of ten  witness  behav ior  once  cons idered   inappropr iate   for  "mixed  company,"   i f  we  no  

longer  "know our  p lace"  or  understand   the  appropr iate  agenda  of  a  g iven  s i tuat ion ,  

i t   i s ,  Meyrowitz   shows,  because  media   l ike   te lev is ion   tear  down the  barr iers   that  

once  segregated  s i tuat ions .   " I t   i s  extremely   rare ,"  Meyrowitz  wr i tes ,   " for   there   to  be  

a  sudden widespread  change   in  wa l l s ,  doors ,   the   layout  o f  a  c i ty ,  or   in  other  

arch i tectura l  and  geograph ica l   s t ructures ."  Such  change,  however ,   i s   the  norm  in   the  

wor ld  o f  mass  media ,  eng ineered  not  by  arch i tects  or  c i ty  p lanners  but  "by   the   f l i ck  

o f  a  microphone switch ,   the   turn ing  on  of  a   te lev is ion  set ,  or   the  answer ing  of  a  

te lephone."  Or   the  push  of  a  button.  

The  spec ia lness  o f   t ime and  p lace  can  be  destroyed.   " I f  we  ce lebrate  our  

ch i ld 's  wedding   in  an   i so lated  s i tuat ion  where   i t   i s   the  so le   'exper ience '  o f   the  day ,"  

Meyrowitz  wr i tes ,   " then  our   joy  may  be  unbounded."  The   intervent ion  of  e lectron ic  

media ,  however ,  changes  a l l   that .  

 

                                            
12 Borrowing from socio logist  Erving Goffman, Meyrowitz (1985) 

dist inguishes between "frontstage" and "backstage" behavior: the largely 
unwritten rules we fo l low (respect ively) in publ ic  and behind the scenes. 
Teachers, for example, often behave quite d i f ferent ly—and ta lk d i f ferent ly 
about their  students, for example—before a c lass (frontstage) than they do in 
the teachers '  lounge (backstage). 
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when,  on  our  way   to   the  wedding ,  we  hear  over   the  car   rad io  o f  a  devastat ing  

earthquake,  or   the  death  of  a  popular  enterta iner ,  or   the  assas inat ion  of  a  

po l i t i ca l   f igure ,  we  not  on ly   lose  our  ab i l i ty   to   re jo ice   fu l ly ,  but  a l so  our  

ab i l i ty   to  mourn  deep ly .  The  e lectron ic  combinat ion  of  many  d i f ferent  s ty les  

o f   in teract ion   f rom d is t inct   reg ions   leads   to  new "midd le   reg ion"  behav iors  

[which  Meyrowitz  descr ibes ,  a f ter  McLuhan,  as  "coo l" ]   that ,  whi le  conta in ing  

e lements  o f   former ly  d is t inct   ro les ,  a re   themselves  new behav ior  patterns  

w ith  new expectat ions  and  emot ions .  

 

By  a l lowing  us   to  zap ,   z ip ,   f l ip ,  and  graze ,   remotes  make  even   t rad i t iona l   te lev isua l  

"p lace"—st ick ing  with  a  part icu lar  network   for  an  even ing—seem passe .  

 

THE REMOTE CONTROL,   IT  SHOULD NOW BE CLEAR ,   i s   through  and   through  post ‐

modern is t ,   i t s   technolog ica l  d is t i l la te ,  both  cause  and  ef fect  and  exemplar  o f  a  new 

sens ib i l i ty .  With   the  great  modern is t   search   for  un i ty  now seeming ly  abandoned,  

w i th   the   t r iumph of  past iche  as   the  u l t imate  mode of   the  age  secure ,  as  Freder ic  

Jameson has  argued   in  a  semina l  essay   (1984) ,  we  are   le f t  on ly  w ith ,   in   the  words  o f  

Todd  G i t l in   (1989) ,  

 

a  cu l t ivat ion  of   sur faces  end less ly   re ferr ing   to ,   r i cochet ing   f rom,  

reverberat ing  onto  other  sur faces .  The  work  ca l l s  a t tent ion   to   i t s  

arb i t rar iness ,   constructedness ;   i t   in terrupts   i t se l f .   Instead  of  a   s ing le  center ,  

there   i s  past iche  and  cu l tura l   recombinat ion .  Anyth ing  can  be   juxtaposed   to  

anyth ing  e lse .   In  a   sp i r i t  o f  a f termath  and  accommodat ion ,  post ‐Modern ism 

demonstrates   that  or ig ina l i ty   i s   f raudulent  by   r ipp ing   i t  o f f  and  repeat ing   i t ,  

end less ly .  

 

Post ‐modern ism,  G i t l in  demonstrates  conv inc ing ly ,   "on ly  masquerades  as  avant‐

garde  when,   in   fact ,   i t   i s   s imply  shout ing   that   i t  has  noth ing   to  say"   (G i t l in  1989)   to  

an  aud ience  so  hab i tuated   to   the  "exper ience  of  a f termath ,  pr ivat i zat ion ,  

weight lessness"   that   i t   seems worth   l i s ten ing  and  watch ing  and  graz ing  unt i l   rea l ly ,  

f ina l ly ,   i r revocab ly   they   themselves  are  put  out   to  pasture .  

Apoca lypt ic ‐minded  cu l ture  cr i t i cs  are   fond  of   suggest ing   that ,  as   the  century  

nears   i t s  end,  we  are  " rearrang ing  deck‐cha i rs  on   the  T i tan ic ."  However  accurate ,   the  

metaphor   i s  now a  c l i che .  Let  me of fer  an  a l ternat ive .  We are ,   to  be  more  prec ise ,  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cha ined   in  a  s tate‐of ‐ the‐art  vers ion  of  P lato 's  cave  of   i l lus ion ,   remotes   in  hand,  

graz ing  shadows.  As  we come to   l ive   th is   l i fe  o f  a l legory ,  as   the  myth  becomes  

complete ,   i t   seems  less  and   less   l i ke ly   that  a  ph i losophica l ly ‐minded  couch  potato—

or  even  a  semiot ica l ly   inc l ined  one,  enraptured  by  TV 's  new,  open   textua l i ty—wi l l  

bother   to  get  up   to  br ing  news   f rom outs ide ;   less  and   less   l i ke ly   that   the  shadows 

wi l l  be  cross ‐checked  aga inst   rea l i ty .  As   I  wr i te ,  new remote  powers  are  on   the  

hor izon   for  average  consumer .  Soon  we wi l l  be  ab le ,  us ing  our  RCDs ,   to  se lect  camera  

ang les  on  certa in  programs,   t rack   into   the   f rame  in  search  of  other   th ings   to  see ,  

in teract  w i th   the  d ieges is   f rom the  comfort  o f   the  sofa .  And   in   the  near   future ,  we  

wi l l  be  o f fered  even  greater  contro l .  With   the   l ike ly   la te  20th  or  ear ly  2st  century  

d isseminat ion  of  V i r tua l  Rea l i ty—descr ibed  by  Wi l l iam Gibson,   the  creator  o f  

cyberpunk  sc ience   f i c t ion ,  as  potent ia l ly   " le tha l ,   l i ke   f ree‐bas ing  Amer ican  TV"  

(Aust in ,  1992) ,   the   remoteness  o f fered   in   the   la te  1980s  and  ear ly  90s  w i l l   come to  

seem amateur ish .  

" I t   i s  poss ib le ,"  wr i tes  Mark  Cr i sp in  Mi l ler   (1988) ,   " that  no  contrast ,  however ,  

v io lent ,   cou ld   jo l t  TV 's  overseasoned aud ience ,   for  whom d iscont inu i ty ,  

d i s jo intedness  are   themselves   the  norm;  a  spectac le   that  no  s tark   images  cou ld  

shatter ,  because   i t   comes  a l ready  shattered .  TV  cease less ly  d is rupts   i t se l f ,  not  on ly  

through   the  sheer  mult ip l i c i ty  o f   i t s  o f fer ings   in   the  age  of   sate l l i te  and  cab le ,  but  as  

a   s t rategy   to  keep   the  v iewer  semi‐hypnot ized .  Through   i t s  monotonous  aesthet ic  o f  

incessant  change,  TV  may  make  actua l  change  unrecogn izab le ,  o f fer ing ,   in  every  

qu iet   l i v ing   room,  a  coo l  parody  of   the  Herac l i tean   f i re ."  Though  unab le   to  s tep   into  

the  same  f low twice ,   remotes  neverthe less   inure  us   to   th is  parody  unt i l   i t  becomes  

ind is t ingu ishab le   f rom rea l i ty   i t se l f .  

 


