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This statement by television critic Choire Sicha
in her review of FOX TV's reality-based entertain¬
ment show The Simple Life, sums up a recurring
theme. . . . The media typically take "the heaviest
of topics," such as class and social inequality, and

need have no allegiance to people in our own class
or to those who are less fortunate.4
Vicarious living—watching how other indi¬
viduals live rather than experiencing life for our¬
selves—through media representations of wealth

trayals of life in various social classes, the media

and success is reflected in many people's reading
and viewing habits and in their patterns of con¬
sumption. According to hooks, television promotes

either play class differences for laughs or sweep the

hedonistic consumerism:

trivialize it. Rather than providing a meaningful
analysis of inequality and showing realistic por¬

issue of class under the rug so that important dis¬
tinctions are rendered invisible. By ignoring class
or trivializing it, the media involve themselves in a
social construction of reality that rewards the afflu¬
ent and penalizes the working class and the poor. In

real life, Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie are among
the richest young women in the world; however,

in the world of The Simple Life, they can routinely
show up somewhere in the city or the country,
pretend they are needy, and rely on the kindness of
strangers who have few economic resources....

media framing and the
performance of class
in everyday life
In a mass-mediated culture such as ours, the media

do not simply mirror society; rather, they help to
shape it and to create cultural perceptions.2 The
blurring between what is real and what is not real

Largely through marketing and advertising, television
promoted the myth of the classless society, offering
on one hand images of an American dream fulfilled
wherein any and everyone can become rich and on

the other suggesting that the lived experience of this
lack of class hierarchy was expressed by our equal
right to purchase anything we could afford.5
As hooks suggests, equality does not exist in
contemporary society, but media audiences are
encouraged to view themselves as having an "equal
right" to purchase items that somehow will make
them equal to people above them in the social class
hierarchy. However, the catch is that we must actu¬
ally be able to afford these purchases. Manufactures

and the media have dealt with this problem by offer¬
ing relatively cheap products marketed by wealthy
celebrities. Paris Hilton, an heir to the Flilton Hotel
fortune, has made millions of dollars by market¬
ing products that give her fans a small "slice" of
the good life she enjoys. Middle- and working-

encourages people to emulate the upper classes and
shun the working class and the poor. Television

class people can purchase jewelry from the Paris
Hilton Collection—sterling silver and Swarovski

shows, magazines, and newspapers sell the idea that

crystal jewelry ranging in price from fifteen to

the only way to get ahead is to identify with the
rich and powerful and to live vicariously through

a hundred dollars—and have something that is
"like Paris wears." For less than twenty dollars per
item, admirers can purchase the Paris Hilton Wall
Calendar; a "Paris the Heiress" Paper Doll Book;

them. From sitcoms to reality shows, the media
encourage ordinary people to believe that they may
rise to fame and fortune; they too can be the next
American Idol. Constantly bombarded by stories
about the lifestyles of the rich and famous, view¬
ers feel a sense of intimacy with ehtes, with whom
they have little or no contact in their daily lives.3
According to the social critic bell hooks, we overidentify with the wealthy, because the media social¬
ize us to believe that people in the upper classes are
better than we are. The media also suggest that we

Hilton's autobiography. Confessions of an Heiress;
and even her dog's story. The Tinkerhell Hilton

Diaries: My Life Tailing Paris Hilton. But Hilton
is only one of thousands of celebrities who make
money by encouraging unnecessary consumerism
among people who are inspired by media portray¬

als of the luxurious and supposedly happy lives of
rich celebrities. The title of Hilton's television show.

The Simple Life, appropriates the image of simple
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people, such as the working class and poor, who
might live happy, meaningful lives, and transfers
this image to women whose lives are anything but

simple as they flaunt designer clothing and spend
collectively millions of dollars on entertainment,
travel, and luxuries that can be afforded only by the
very wealthy.6
How the media frame stories about class does
make a difference in what we think about other

jet aircraft are declared the winners in life. Reality
shows like American Idol, The Billionaire, For Love
or Money, and The Apprentice suggest that anyone

can move up the class ladder and live like the rich if
he or she displays the best looks, greatest talent, or
sharpest entrepreneurial skills. It is no wonder that
the economist Juliet B. Schor finds that the over¬

riding goal of children age ten to thirteen is to get
rich. In response to the statement "I want to make

people and how we spend our money Media
frames constitute a mental shortcut (schema) that

a lot of money when I grow up," 63 percent of
the children in Schor's study agreed, whereas only

helps us formulate our thoughts.

7 percent disagreed.8

The Upper Classes: Affluence
and Consumerism for All

ply plunge farther into debt. Many reports show
that middle- and working-class American consum¬

Although some media frames show the rich and

ers are incurring massive consumer debts as they
purchase larger houses, more expensive vehicles,
and many other items that are beyond their means.

famous in a negative manner, they still glorify the

material possessions and lifestyles of the upper
classes. Research has found that people who exten¬
sively watch television have exaggerated views of
how wealthy most Americans are and what material
possessions they own. Studies have also found that
extensive television viewing leads to higher rates of
spending and to lower savings, presumably because
television stimulates consumer desires.7
For many years, most media framing of stories
about the upper classes has been positive, rang¬
ing from consensus framing that depicts members
of the upper class as being like everyone else, to
admiration framing that portrays them as gener¬
ous, caring individuals. The frame most closely as¬
sociated with rampant consumerism is emulation

Many adults who hope to live the good life sim¬

According to one analyst, media portrayals of exces¬
sive consumer spending and a bombardment of
advertisements by credit-card companies encourage
people to load up on debt.9 With the average U.S.
household now spending 13 percent of its after-tax
income to service debts (not pay off the princi¬
pal!), people with average incomes who continue

to aspire to lives of luxury like those of the upper
classes instead may find themselves spending their
way into the "poor house" with members of the
poverty class.

The Poor and Homeless: "Not Me!"—

Negative Role Models in the Media

framing, which suggests that people in all classes

The sharpest contrasts in media portrayals are

should reward themselves with a few of the perks
of the wealthy, such as buying a piece of Paris's
line of jewelry. The writers of television shows
such as ABC's Life of Luxury, El's It's Good to Be ...

between depictions of people in the upper classes

[a wealthy celebrity, such as Nicole Kidman], and
VHl's The Fabulous Life rely heavily on admira¬
tion and price-tag framing, by which the worth
of a person is measured by what he or she owns
and how many assistants constantly cater to that
person's whims. On programs like FOX's The O.C.
and North Shore and NBC's Las Vegas, the people
with the most expensive limousines, yachts, and

and depictions of people at the bottom of the class
structure. At best, the poor and homeless are por¬

trayed as deserving of our sympathy on holidays or
when disaster strikes. In these situations, those in
the bottom classes are depicted as being temporar¬

ily down on their luck or as working hard to get
out of their current situation but in need of public
assistance. At worst, however, the poor are blamed
for their own problems; stereotypes of the home¬
less as bums, alcoholics, and drug addicts, caught
in a hopeless downward spiral because of their
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individual pathological behavior, are omnipresent

The Working Class: Historical

in the media.
For the most part, people at the bottom of the

Relics and Jokes

class structure remain out of sight and out of mind
for most media audiences. Thematic framing de¬
picts the poor and homeless as faceless statistics

in reports on poverty. Episodic framing highlights
some problems of the poor but typically does not
link their personal situations concerns to such
larger societal problems as limited educational op¬
portunities, high rates of unemployment, and jobs
that pay depressingly low wages.
The poor do not fare well on television enter¬
tainment shows, where writers typically represent
them with one-dimensional, bedraggled characters
standing on a street corner holding cardboard signs
that read "Need money for food." When television
writers tackle the issue of homelessness, they often
portray the lead characters (who usually are white

and relatively affluent) as helpful people, while the
poor and homeless are depicted as deviants who
might harm themselves or others. Hospital and
crime dramas like B.R., C.S.L, and Law & Order
frequently portray the poor and homeless as crazy,
inebriated in public, or incompetent to provide key
information to officials. Television reality shows

like Cops go so far as to advertise that they provide
"footage of debris from the bottom tiers of the
urban social order."10 Statements such as this say a
lot about the extent to which television producers,
directors, and writers view (or would have us view)
the lower classes.
From a sociological perspective, framing of sto¬
ries about the poor and homeless stands in stark
contrast to framing of stories about those in the
upper classes, and it suggests that we should distance
ourselves from "those people." We are encouraged
to view the poor and homeless as the Other, the
outsider; in the media we find little commonality be¬
tween our lives and the experiences of people at the
bottom of the class hierarchy. As a result, it is easy for
us to buy into the dominant ideological construc¬
tion that views poverty as a problem of individuals,
not of the society as a whole, and we may feel justi¬
fied in our rejection of such people.11

As we have seen, the working class and the working
poor do not fare much better than the poor and
homeless in media representations. The working
class is described as "labor," and people in this class
are usually nothing more than faces in a crowd on
television shows. The media portray people who
produce goods and services as much less interest¬
ing than those who excessively consume them, and
this problem can only grow worse as more of the
workers who produce the products are thousands
of miles away from us, in nations like China, very
remote from the typical American consumer.12
Contemporary media coverage carries little in¬
formation about the working class or its problems.
Low wages, lack of benefits, and hazardous working
conditions are considered boring and uninteresting
topics, except on the public broadcasting networks
or an occasional television "news show" such as
60 Minutes or 20/20, when some maj or case of worker
abuse has recently been revealed. The most popular
portrayal of the working class is caricature framing,

which depicts people in negative ways, such as being
dumb, white trash, buffoons, bigots, or slobs. Many
television shows featuring working-class characters
play on the idea that the clothing, manners, and
speech patterns of the working class are not as good
as those of the middle or upper classes. For example,
working-class characters (such as Roseanne, the
animated Homer Simpson, and The King of Queens
Doug) may compare themselves to the middle and
upper classes by saying that they are not as fancy
as the rich people." Situation comedy writers have
perpetuated working-class stereotypes, and now
a number of reality shows, such as The Swan and
Extreme Makeover, try to take ordinary workingclass people and "improve" them through cosmetic
surgery, new clothing, and different hairstyles.
Like their upper-class celebrity counterparts, socalled working-class comedians like Jeff Foxworthy

have ridiculed the blue-collar lifestyle. They also
have marketed products that make fun of the
working class. Foxworthy's website, for example.

142 SECTION I: Constructing Categories of Difference

includes figurines ("little statues for inside the
house"), redneck cookbooks, Games Rednecks Play,
and calendars that make fun of the working class
generally. Although some people see these items as
humorous ("where's yore sense of humor? ), the
real message is that people in the lower classes lack
good taste, socially acceptable manners, and above
aH, middle-class values. If you purchase "redneck"
merchandise, you too can make fun of the working
class and clearly distance yourself from it.

middle-class framing and
kiddy-consumerism
Media framing of stories about the middle class tells
us that this economic group is the value center and
backbone of the nation. Middle-class values framing
focuses on the values of this class and suggests that
they hold the nation together. Early television writers
were aware that their shows needed to appeal to
middle-class audiences, who were the targeted con¬
sumers for the advertisers' products, and middleclass values of honesty, integrity, and hard work were
integral ingredients of early sitcoms. However, some
contemporary television writers spoof the middle
class and poke fun at values supposedly associated

with people in this category. The writers of FOX's
Malcolm in the Middle and Arrested Development,
for example, focus on the dysfunctions in a fictional
middle-class family, including conflicts between hus¬
band and wife, between parents and children, and
between members of the family and outsiders.

Why do these shows make fun of the middle class?
Because corporations that pay for the advertisements
want to capture the attention of males between ages
eighteen and thirty-nine, and individuals in this cate¬

gory are believed to enjoy laughing at the uptight cus¬
toms of conventional middle-class famihes. In other
shows, as well, advertisers realize the influence that
their programs have on families. That is why they are

happy to spend billions of dollars on product place¬
ments (such as a Diet Coke can sitting on a person's
desk) in the shows and on ads during commercial
breaks. In recent research, Schor examined why very
young children buy into the consumerism culture
and concluded that extensive media exposure to

products was a key reason. According to Schor, More

children [in the United States] than anywhere else
believe that then clothes and brands describe who
they are and define then social status. American kids
display more brand affinity than then counterparts
anywhere else in the world; indeed, experts describe
then as increasingly 'bonded to brands.
Part of this bonding occurs through constant tele¬
vision watching and Internet use, as a steady stream
of ads targets children and young people. Schor
concludes that we face a greater problem than just
excessive consumerism. A child's well-being is under¬
mined by the consumer culture: "High consumer in¬
volvement is a significant cause of depression, anxiety,
low self-esteem, and psychosomatic complaints.

Although no similar studies have been conducted
to determine the effects of the media's emphasis on
wealth and excessive consumerism among adults, it is

likely that today's children will take these values with
them into adulthood if our society does not first reach
the breaking point with respect to consumer debt.
The issue of class in the United States is por¬
trayed in the media not through a reahstic assess¬
ment of wealth, poverty, or inequality but instead
through its patterns of rampant consumerism. The
general message remains, one article stated. We
pledge allegiance to the mall. 15

discussion questions
1. What is your favorite television show? Is it
consistent with Diana Kendall's analysis of the

media framing of social class?
2. Does Kendall's discussion of consumerism re¬
mind you of any of your own recent purchases?
3. Do you think your view of social class has been

influenced by the media as much as Kendall
would argue?
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