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A Burkean Analysis of a Television
Promotional Advertisement

JoserHn C. Harry
Slippery Rock University

In cultural studies research, the goal is to study the meaning of things. The analyst
attempts to understand the meaning of one or many cultural texts—books, songs, paint-
ings, cartoons, movies, TV shows, advertisements, films, newspaper articles, fast-food
restaurants, museum installations, carnivals, human organizations, or any other part of
our social world that can be studied as text—and through various forms of interpretation.
The main elements of a cultural studies perspective (Grossberg, 1995, 1993; Grossberg,
Nelson, & Treichler, 1992) include a commitment to observing, understanding, and ex-
plaining human action through language and imagery; the acceptance of conflict and
contradiction as a central condition of human societies; an interpretive focus on popular
texts such as music, movies, and television; the notion that textual meaning is in many
ways structured (encoded) within the imagery and language of a given text, but that
viewers, listeners, or readers are the final arbiters of textual meaning (Hall, 1980); an
interdisciplinary interest in interpreting texts by borrowing and combining theories and
methods from various academic disciplines such as communication, linguistics, history,
philosophy, literary theory, sociology, economics, political science, and anthropology;
and a belief that a given popular culture text is typically based on familiar, culture-specific
stories, norms, scenarios, themes, myths, or ideals that can be interpreted critically within
the political, historical, economic, and social contexts that shape a text’s meaning. Accord-
ingly, meaning is partly in the text, partly in the culture at large, and partly in the viewer,
listener, or reader.

Within a cultural studies framework, this chapter uses a multidisciplinary method
to analyze television network promotional ads, or promos. The analysis incorporates
rhetorical-visual criticism that draws on the methods of Kenneth Burke, financial anal-
ysis common to a political-economy perspective, and an ideological interpretation of
underlying cultural themes and myths. This multimethod approach helps us understand
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how program promos do their ideological work by situating the TV networks material
mode of production, which is a political-economic reality, within the key images, themes,
and major visual, verbal, and auditory meanings that form their symbolic mode of repro-
duction, which is an ideological reality. Burke’s (1969, 1966) dramatistic-pentadic method
of focusing on key symbolic elements in the text, when coupled with an analysis of
economic factors associated with the production of a text, invites a close reading of pro-
gram promos in which political-economic themes, as well as dramatic stories and, finally,
ideological norms or worldviews emerge.

The program promos examined in this study were broadcast by ABC, CBS, and NBC
in the summer 1996 to introduce their new fall line-up of situation comedies and drama
series. A sample of 34 promos was drawn from those aired in the prime-time hours when
most viewers watch television (TV Dimensions, 1996). The sample, totaling 11 minutes,
47 seconds, has an estimated value, in commercial airtime, of $2.27 million, or $3,244
per each second of promo time.

Discussion focusing on a single, 30-second promo for the CBS situation-comedy Pearl
demonstrates each component of the multimethod approach and its use in analyzing
how visual elements contribute to meaning making in a televisual text. At the same
time, the analysis shows how this method can be applied to any number of other promos
that would comprise part of a larger research project and, by making interpretive links
between the promo for Pearl and the 33 other promos studied, demonstrates how valid
interpretive connections can be made by finding common thematic patterns.

Network program promos play a significant part in our contemporary televisual cul-
ture and are ideal vehicles for examining the visual confluence of art, commerce, and
ideology. They comprise a significant part of the daily television schedule, account for
millions of dollars of commercial airtime, and are seen by tens of millions of viewers.
Like the commercial whose airtime it displaces, a network promo is an audience-targeted,
distinctly visual rhetorical communicative format, which encodes two levels of meaning.
First, at the network level, where the goal is to draw the largest possible number of
viewers and, consequently, significant advertising revenues, there are meanings associ-
ated with a text’s material mode of production. Concurrently, at the storytelling level, where
viewers experience promos as dramatic, individual slices of visual culture, there are mean-
ings associated with its symbolic mode of reproduction. These two interconnected levels of
meaning will be identified throughout the analysis of the program promo for Pearl.

BU_IiKE’S METHOD OF PENTADIC-DRAMATISTIC CRITICISM

Burke’s dramatistic-rhetorical analysis is an interpretive method accompanied by a theory
of meaning, which holds that human language and symbol making are essentially social,
dramatic, and philosophical in nature. Dramatistic analysis studies key elements within
the “grammar” of a text to explain what Burke called “attitudes” or “motives,” which
are interpreted as textual meaning (Burke, 1969, 1966). The method is ideal for visually
rich texts like the promo because of its reliance on the visual to carry out its persuasive
strategy (Mitchell, 1995).
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The three components of Burkean rhetorical criticism used in this discussion are
the representative anecdote, pentadic (5-term) analysis, and ratio analysis. Though the three
elements function as an integrated method of interpretation, each will be defined and
illustrated separately with examples from the visual text of the promo for Pearl. The
setting for the story portrayed in the promo is a traditional college lecture hall and the
lead character is Rhea Perlman, who viewers would undoubtedly recognize from Cheers.
The fact that her name is Pearl and that she portrays a middle-aged, working-class woman
promotes instant identification with the new show. As she climbs over chairs, tables, and
other students in an attempt to claim her place in this new world of higher learning, the ».
words Rhea Perlman and New Series appear on the screen along with the CBS logo and
“Wednesdays this Fall.” The image is composed as a wide shot of medium scale, which
creates an objective, scene-setting perspective.

REPRESENTATIVE ANECDOTE

As a first step toward framing an interpretation, the textual critic identifies an underlying
plot, tale, or story line that represents the essence of a text (Burke, 1969; Brummett, 1984).
This basic plot line is the representative anecdote anditis demonstrated by fleshingoutand
interpreting dramatic elements that make up the tale. As Burke (1969) characterizedit, the
representative anecdote implicitly contains what is explicitly “drawn out” in close analysis
of key and secondary textual elements and their dramatic relationships. Accordingly, the
representative anecdote in the promo for Pearl can be identified as: A working-class woman
struggles to better herself through acquiring higher learning, by returning to school to earn a
college degree, thereby raising herself up to a higher level of knowledge and social standing. The
struggle entails her steady adjustment to a morve refined, learned environment unlike the everyday
blue-collar world, the central conflict depicting 3 clash between competing forms of knowledge and
different kinds of social standing.

In the program content, the most telling evidence for the representative anecdote
is the depiction of Pearl as a nervous, uncertain, insecure, and even bumbling new
student who makes a spectacle of herself. We can contrast the confident professor with
the scatterbrained new student: his confidence, knowledge, and power to ask serious
questions, with her comical but well-intended responses, his begrudging and superior
chuckle with her sheepish expression, his serious and stonelike presence with, in the final
shot, her smile of only slightly innocent self-satisfaction.

At the level of the network-message, the representative anecdote is supported by a
graphic that first appears as the letters CBS and then morphs into three R’s. In association
with an image of Pearl in the classroom, two of the Rs form the words Reading and
Riting, and the third, after a pause, becomes Rhea. With this visual move, CBS as network-
rthetor makes a connection between the new show and what we already know of the
star and her previous character from Cheers. The network message—as representative
anecdote—invites us to watch a show about a well-known actress playing yet another
working-class woman struggling to enter an uncommeon and challenging environment.
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Pentadic Elements

As the analysis proceeds, we look for a collective of five interacting components of visual
and verbal elements that make up the text, and that Burke (1969, 1966) called the pentad.
They include: the act (what is happening), the agent{s] (who is involved as main actor or
actors), the agency (how, or through what means, things are happening or accomplished),
the scene (where, or in what kind of environment, things are happening), and the purpose
{(why, or for what larger reasons, things occur in the text in the way they do).

The scene component in the Pearl text is both the college classroom and a scene or
place of higher learning. The agents are Pearl, other students, and a professor. Often one
agent will emerge as central to the drama, however, and in this case it is Pearl. In the
short, 30-second text, we see images of her sitting at a desk, walking into a classroom,
standing up to answer the professor’s question, and, in a close-up smile of satisfaction at
having mastered that day.

The act centers on Pearl in the process of getting an education, as act and agent, in
this case, merge closely. Though we see her stumbling into class, the intense demeanor
captured by a close-up indicates her intention of being taken seriously, even though the
response of the professor, again captured in clgse-up, is one of chuckling bemusement.

The agency is the educational process itself, represented by the professor’s lecture
about Moby Dick and Socrates. Agency explains how important dramatic action occurs
or is accomplished and, symbolic of higher education as a means to elite knowledge, the
agency through which education occurs is the professor’s lecture.

Finally, we turn to the purpose, the most philosophical of the five terms of the pentad.
It typically relates to intellectual, moral, ethical, or spiritual aims. Pearl’s main purpose
is to improve upon her working-class life by returning to college for a higher education.
The purpose is conveyed graphically: three red letter Rs spin into focus and two of the
three quickly spell out Reading and 'Riting. But what of the third R? The implication is
obvious, though when a voice-over completes the triad with her name, it is in the form
of a question: Rhea?

At the same time, there is also a story of the network embedded within this narrative.
It is expressed as visual direct address by the words and accompanying graphics on the
screen. In this story, the scene, an electronic place of routinized activity characterized by
a program schedule, is the most prominent element. This place of the network-as-rhetor
(communicator) is set with the CBS logo. These letters then morph into RRR, which
become Reading and ‘Riting. After images of Pearl in the classroom, the words Rhea
Perlman appear on the screen. As the third R is connected to the first two, it serves to
announce that Perlman is now on the CBS scene.

The agent is the network as central communicator. It announces its aims in terms of
who is presenting this new show (CBS) and when to tune in (Wednesdays this Fall). The
act or action on the part of the network is the promo itself. With the words New Series
appearing on the screen along with images of the back-to-school Pear], the promo is an
active attempt to induce us to imagine watching the real show when it premieres. The
agency is the show itself as the means or tool through which the audience can experience
this drama as the appearance of the words Rhea Perlman on the screen indicate. Finally,
the purpose, from the network frame of reference, is to remind us that CBS will bring us
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this thoughtfully comical piece of weekly entertainment. Here the purpose is evoked by
the promo redundantly informing us who and where (CBS), when (Wednesdays this Fall),
and what to watch (Rhea Perlman as Pearl), each of these graphic messages accompanied
by images from the upcoming show. In this sense, the promo as visual message veers
back and forth—as any promo does in varying degrees—between presenting the rhetoric
of the show and the rhetoric of the network.

Ratio Analysis

The above exercise demonstrates how one can link various elements of a text (and even
the same elements of the text) with different terms of the pentad, though the five terms
(act, agent, agency, scene, purpose) should be understood as analytic, not reductive,
categories—each one offering its own route to interpretation. Burke's method calls for
somewhat more than this, however. Interpretation of the symbolic work going on in the
visual text proceeds by identifying dramatic relationships emerging when these elements
are paired as key and secondary, or controlling and controlled terms. This is what Burke
calls the ratio analysis, which allows us to more strictly assess the meanings in a text
(Cragan & Shields, 1995, p. 79). It is conducted by the rhetorical critic choosing, through
a careful examination of all dramatic elements, what appears to be the single-most-
important term among the five, the one that most reasonably seems to be a controlling
term structuring the drama, and through which everything else happens. This key term
is then related to a secondary or controlled term, selected from one of the remaining four
terms of the pentad. This controlled term is viewed as the one most logically suggested
by the primary term as its most reasonable match. These two terms form the symbolic
ratio, or ratio analysis, which provides a narrowed lens through which the drama can be
most thoroughly understood. Various related or “clustered” symbolic elements such as
the visuals, words, and sounds scattered throughout the text serve as evidence. In actual
practice, the real work of interpretatioq truly emerges through ratio analysis.

On close inspection, the classroom story line of the promo for Pearl seems most
strongly to evoke an agent/purpose pairing. Agent (Pearl) is the controlling or key element,
the main character in the dramatic story line, and her ambition, her overarching goal
or purpose, is to complete her college education. In other words, the purpose of higher
education can only be understood in relation first to Pearl as determining agent with
a purpose. An agent-centered ratio, according to Burke (1969), indicates an idealistic,
individual philosophy, the notion that individuals can surmount all barriers before them.
This particularly American ideological concept, according to Campbell and Burkholder
(1997), is likely to resonate with many TV viewers.

Narrowing our focus toward a ratio analysis requires an interpretive process, which
shifts back and forth between the controlling and controlied pentadic elements to bring
out their symbolic interaction. In the promo’s opening shot, using a midrange, midlevel
camera angle, Pear! is seen sitting at her new classroom desk, smiling broadly, clearly
happy to be at school. Superimposed on the screen are the already-mentioned three Rs,
subsequently spelling out Reading, Riting, and, in a voice-over, Rhea. This completes the
reading, 'riting, *rithmatic theme of education, which indicates Pearl’s main purpose. The
subsequent image is a wide-angle view of the classroom and a full shot of Pearl as she
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stands to answer the professor’s question. At this point her purpose is woven into the vi-
sual text by virtue of a quick cut to the lecturing professor, against whom Pearl is cast. She
remains standing in her next shot, intently poised to answer yet another question. Images
of the lecturing professor include the model of a human skeleton, connoting scientific
investigation, a hallmark of elite, college-bred knowledge. This itself serves as a reminder
of the agent (Pearl) and her goal (purpose) of understanding, learning, questioning, and
rising up to a higher level of knowledge. A close-up shot of the professor shows him re-
sponding negatively to an incorrect answer from Pearl. Butin the promo’s final shot, Pearl
is framed from the desktop up, sitting once again, and smiling with a clear look of satis-
faction. This final glimpse of the agent evokes in the viewer a sense of the agent’s (Pearl’s)
own satisfaction at having made some progress in her goal (purpose) of actively learning.

A ratio analysis for the network-centered story line is somewhat simpler to construct.
Because this promo is framed more from the perspective of a program-centered drama
than from a network-focused drama (the network’s own message about itself and its
show), CBS seems most directly to cast itself as the agency, the tool or means through
which the audience will experience Perlman as Pearl. Accordingly, a case canbe made most
strongly for an agency/agent pairing. Returning to the promo, we recall that the opening
shot showing Pearl at her desk is superimposéd with the letters CBS in big red letters,
including the CBS oval-shaped logo. This is followed by these letters spinning toward us,
and morphing into the three Rs, representing Reading, ‘Riting, and Rhea. In this way, the
network emerges as agency simultaneously with Perlman’s introduction as the star (agent)
of the new show. She is first introduced with her real first name (Rhea), to remind viewers
that CBS is the means through which we will see this established sitcom star. Of course,
the name of the show, as well as that of its main character, is the root word of Perlman’s
last name, further commingling the network’s desire to instill in us Perlman’s star power.

During the shot where Peatl climbs frantically over classroom furniture and students
to get to her seat, the phrase New Series is superimposed in large letters. In the final
shot, showing Peatl sitting and smiling contently at her desk, the name of the show is
superimposed, alonggside the familiar yellow CBS logo and the phrase “Wednesdays this
Fall.” Though the network chose to attract viewers by focusing on the dramatic content
of the show itself, the network-as-agency was keen to remind viewers of the show’s star
character and to name the show after her as a way to draw attention to the network’s
ability to bring us a big-name star.

We can now move to consideration of two important contextual factors that help
broaden this interpretation—political economy, and ideological criticism.

*
POLITICAL ECONOMY

A political-economy analysis of television promos can look at a broad range of factors,
such as audience ratings, advertising revenues, distributional considerations, legal restric-
tions, and institutional or political constraints that bear on the production and consump-
tion of mediated messages. The most thorough political-economic analysis examines
the largest possible number of factors of production, distribution, and consumption of
cultural products (Meehan, Mosco, & Wasko, 1993) in an effort to complement textual
analysis by providing important background knowledge and contextual understanding
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of the factors influencing the production (encoding) of a text. This level of analysis can
precede textual interpretation or be woven into an interpretation at appropriate points.
In the multimethod approach used here, only financial and audience-ratings factors are
considered, and this information is then used to provide insight into the economic reality
behind the production of television promos and the interests of the network-as-rhetor.

Because promos are a form of advertising, one indication of their relative worth as a
commodity is their dollar value in the buying market. Obtaining actual network finan-
cial information for this kind of data is difficult. A reasonable estimate can be made by
calculating the advertising revenue that could have been gained by selling commesgcial
airtime, but that was used instead to run a network promo. To determine the value of this
“opportunity cost,” a fairly simple calculation is made by multiplying total air time by a
standardized advertising rate of Cost Per Thousand (CPM) viewers (TV Dimensions, 1996)
and then multiplying this by the estimated number of viewing households during a sched-
uled program slot. This method of calculation shows, for example, that CBS invested an
opportunity cost of nearly $96,000 in the 30-second promo we have been discussing, plus
another $96,000 for the two additional 15-second promos for the show that it ran in one
evening. By understanding the high cost the network places in even a single promo, we
can better understand an important aspect of the rhetorical motive behind the network-
as-thetor: The network’s strategy is one in which an economic calculus (the need to at-
tract the highest possible advertising revenues) drives the search for culturally acceptable
storylines (new shows), with promos serving as the lure for those shows. What is repro-
duced, ultimately, as saleable commodities for popular consumption, is an endless stream
of relatively conventional and usually middle-of-the-road, politically unthreatening but
enduring cultural myths, stories, sagas, societal norms, and ideological visions—the “so-
ciocultural truisms” (Gronbeck, 1984) common to an American television mindset.

Within the Pearl promo, at the symbolic level of reproduction, we might enjoy and
identify with the fairly conventional story line about an everyday, working-class woman
being cast into a challenging but familiar and ultimately safe cultural environment (the
university), an environment where a comedic take on social power and cultural domi-
nance will metaphorically be played out. But in understanding this same promo in terms
of the network’s material mode of production, we also witness television logic at work,
in the form of a slickly crafted 30-second product ad with a network price tag of neatly
$100,000. Recall that this was just one of 34 promos aired during one primetime evening
for 18 new shows, the promos collectively accounting for just under 12 minutes of air
time worth just over $2.2 million.

Understood as part of a daily flock of television ads, the rhetorically engaging and
high-priced promo for Pearl becomes just a blip in the network’s weekly display of its
symbolic self. Contemplating both the rhetorical and political-economic sides of the
network promo helps bring into focus the ideological reality of our televisual culture.

IDEOLOGY

Ideology is one of the more significant terms in cultural studies analysis because culture
has a close affinity with ideology. As O’Donnell (in Chapter 33) describes it, culture is
“practices and customs, languages, beliefs, forms of representation, and the system of
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formal and informal rules that tell people how to behave most of the time.” Ideology
operates at an abstract level as a set of group or community beliefs and assumptions
(implicit or explicit) that inform cultural practices. It may be thought of as a precon-
structed worldview, a norm-based, overarching way of seeing and understanding the
world from a certain group’s perspective and interests (van Dijk, 1998), but always artic-
ulated in visual, verbal, and other kinds of signifying practices.

As a method, ideological analysis functions as an interpretive activity founded in look-
ing beyond the immediate surface structure of a visual, verbal, or any other kind of text
for broad, abstract beliefs and assumptions suggested by that surface structure. From
the stance of someone doing textual-ideological analysis, ideological worldviews should
be seen as posed from a partial, therefore contestable, contradictory, self-interested, and
imaginary vantage point (Althusser, 1971; Eagleton, 1971). This is what Althusser means
by saying ideology is a process of constructing one’s imaginary relations to “lived” (i.e.,
actual, real) conditions of existence (Althusser, 1971; see also Hall, 1991). Barthes (1972)
construed ideologies as cultural myths, everyday fictions in which the brute actualities
of history are almost magically transformed into naturalized, depoliticized common
sense. Making the connection between rhetoric and the cultural myths it embodies,
Barthes construes rhetoric as “the signifyifig aspect of ideology” (1977, p. 49), while
Eco (1972), also from a linguistic perspective, sees ideology as preexisting any mes-
sage. Because ideological worldviews are also rooted in and therefore influenced by
conflictual, hegemonic, societal relations of power, authority, conflict, and dominance
(Thompson, 1990), an ideological analysis searches for a dialectic, for inherent textual
contradictions, the analysis of which offers a deeper understanding of the text-producer’s
motives.

To attract commercial sponsors, television networks must present programs that will
be ideologically satisfying and not seen as excessively offensive, disturbing, or difficult to
understand by viewers. As a result, television engages in ideological work through its use
of conventional ideas and images that tend to offer commonsense, generally acceptable
definitions of middle-class reality or social-cultural truisms (Gronbeck, 1984). Having
examined the promo for Pearl by means of Burkean criticism and political-economy
analysis, we could consider it as simply an economic calculus devoted to selling viewers
a specific story line. Ultimately, however, any story can be seen to have an ideological
meaning in the form of foundational cultural themes that resonate with or question
commonsense beliefs, norms, and values. Considering the classroom story portrayed
in the promo for Pearl, for example, we experience an ideclogical divide berween the
 well-schooled, higher-status professor, sipping tea and confident in his standing, on the
€ one hand, and his new charge, the working-class woman stumbling over chairs and other
students, on the other; between the “reading and writing” (the two Rs) versus Rhea
(the third R), on the one hand, and the reading, 'riting, and ‘rithmatic, on the other.
Images of the professor show him fully in control and secure in his superiority, allowing
himself a chuckle at Pearl’s erroneous answers. We associate him with the skeleton
propped behind him, both of them evocative of higher learning itself, and dialectically
reminding us of his student who is so distant from that world, but who so diligently
wants to possess what it has to offer. A quickly interspersed, wide-perspective shot of
the professor, occurring just after a shot of him lecturing, shows him bounding up
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concrete steps toward a university building. The steps physically symbolize the notion of
higher learning as a literal pathway up toward the actual place of aspiration, the college
classroom. But the next shot shows Pear] standing in class, responding erroneously to the
professor’s lecture question (having to do with Socrates’ advice about the greatest thing
a man or woman can achieve, followed by Pearl’s answer relating, irrelevantly, to an old
TV commercial). The dialectic is clear: The confident professor is the model, the insecure
but willful student merely the clay to be shaped in his image. Higher knowledge and
elite social standing meet their opposite—everyday knowledge and working-class status.
When ideology is understood as relations of dominance at work in any social structusg
(Thompson, 1990; van Dijk, 1998), there is little question which character is dominant
and which is dominated in this promo, even though the relationship is, dialectically,
called into question by Pearl’s struggle to remain herself in the new and domineering
environment.

Atanother level of meaning (the network frame), the dialectic involves the big, swirling
red letters spelling out CBS, and the accompanying three Rs—Reading, ‘Riting, and
Rhea—reminding us of both who's presenting the show (CBS) and what it's about,
as opposed to who's starring in it. In the classroom story, the ideological message,
though delivered as comedy, valorizes academic knowledge as a culturally superior way of
knowing, Yet tis clear that this way of knowing will be ideologically challenged by Pearl’s.
Although the text pokes fun at this superior knowledge throughits characterization ofthe
stuffy professor, it dialectically invites us to empathize more with Pearl and her aspiration
to become college-educated. In this way the promo actually provides the viewer some
means of resistive power (Fiske, 1987), a way to call into question the supposed superiority
of higher learning, and to perhaps contemplate more favorably the value of everyday
knowledge. By representing working-class knowledge, the text invites us to identify with
Pearl as embodying a subordinate, resistant, common knowledge that, ironically, is both
desirous of, but resistant to higher learning in the form of the university, and represented
by the professor. e

CULTURAL-IDEOLOGICAL PATTERNS AND THEMES

The multimethod analysis described here provides a rich cultural text of texts in which one
finds that the promo for Pearl encodes art, commerce, and ideology in a 30-second text
that shows interesting similarities, as well as distinctive differences, with other program
promos broadcast during the same evening.

Because a cultural studies perspective examines popular texts that routinely draw on
culture-specific plots, scenarios, stories, myths, norms, and ideals, the major story or plot
line (as representative anecdote) that emerges from a Burkean textual analysis of one
promo might be expected to reveal itself in promos that are part of a larger grouping,
or even in different kinds of generic texts (Brummett, 1984). In this way we can see how
conventional stories, especially in the mass media, recur throughout a culture, presenting
tried-and-true themes that can also be interpreted ideologically, for the worldviews or
cultural myths (Barthes, 1972) they embody. Finally, then, let us briefly consider such
connections between the promo for Pearl and others aired that evening.






