OJ—Opening Lecture

First, want to get your impressions.  Anything at all—an image, a phrase, a specific memory, a strong impression, anything at all.

Introduce murder, flight.  We won't go into depth about the trial itself—not interested in Simpson's guilt or innocence, or

Ford Bronco chase:

http://www.cnn.com/resources/video.almanac/1994/index2.html
Giant media frenzy.  Many people watched almost all of the coverage provided by Court TV or the local LA station KTLA.  Many more watched the nightly recaps on CNN, Court TV, CNBC, and the network newmagazines.  There was rarely a week that went by that magazines like Time, Newsweek, US News and World Report and other didn't have at least two or three stories relating to the trial.  Indeed, it was hard to get away from it.  The trial was simply everywhere.  91% of televisions tuned in to verdict.  Third only to JFK assassination and moonwalk, and highest in pure numbers.

Media immediately created a narrative of "white versus black."  Many polls did not ask those who identified outside those two categories.  Some polls designated them in one group: others.  Designated two opposing camps that "couldn't understand each other."

In part, reflected different understanding of the way justice system worked.  Note Hunt's statistics:  Most agreed in poll taken a month after Simpson's arrest that system was not biased in favor of blacks.  But 19% whites thought system was biased against blacks, while 62% thought it was fair.  Meanwhile, 52% of blacks thought system was biased against blacks, and only 22% thought it was fair.  Those identifying themselves as "Other" were split: 38% thought it was fair, and 42% thought it was unfair.  These underlying assumptions had a lot to do with how people responded to the narratives of the trial and the verdict.

Similar  differences on fairness of media towards blacks.

Corresponds to polls on OJ's guilt or innocence, or reaction to verdict (guilty or not guilty).  

Perhaps the most bitterly fought over idea in the trial was the idea of the role of race.  Defense team, especially Johnny Cochran, accused of "playing the race card."  This was a term only used by those attacking the claims by the defense that racist cops played a role in tampering with the evidence.  For those who believed that the system was rigged against blacks, and who could point to many instances in which evidence was manufactured, or witnesses pressured or paid to lie against black defendents, such charges were clearly legitimate.

Want to look at the role Mark Fuhrman played in trial.  Indeed, Fuhrman became in a sense a defendant in his own right, with evidence of his racisim, his claims of manufacturing evidence in the past, being used against him to impeach his credibility and suggest it was he, not Simpson, who was the real criminal.  How one responded to Fuhrman said a lot about their assumptions about the trial.

Go to DVD.

Cochran closed with an appeal to jurors to 'send a message' that racist, rogue cops could not get away with this type of injustice.  To many critics, this was a clear example that Cochran was "Playing the race card," unfairly using race to inflame the jury, which was made up of 9 blacks, two Hispanics, and one white women.  To those who believed the system was unjust, Cochran was simply stating the obvious.  The jurors, for their part, steadfastly maintained that they never took race into consideration, but rather believed that the prosecution's case was full of holes, primarily question of the chronology, and limo drivers testimony.  From jurors points of view, it was a rational choice based on evidence.  From those who believed Simpson not guilty, it was a legitimate choice based on a variety of evidence that seemed to raise reasonable doubt, ESPECIALLY since most of these people did not trust the justice system in general and the LAPD and crime lab specifically.  For those who believed Simpson guilty, the evidence against him was undeniable.  Only a person acting on emotion, or a false sense of "justice"—righting societal wrongs by refusing to "go along with the system"—could find him not guilty. 

How did these two groups of people come to see things so differently?  Hunt points to "raced ways of seeing."  He bases his theoretical argument on the ideas we've been discussing—people have subjectivities that position them in different discourses in different ways.  These subjectivies carry with them the assumptions and prejudices of the group they attach themselves to.  When an event like OJ Simpson comes about, people turn to these discourses to make sense of the event.

Central premise of the book—tracing the process by which we all come to "know" the "truth." (p. 11)

Ask the class—who remembers?  Were they involved with the coverage?  What was at stake?  How about others?  Why do you think people invested so much emotion in the case?

People bring with them assumptions, but they don't construct understanding out of thin air.  "Fact" and "fiction."  Facts are undisputed, objective.  The rest is constructed, and facts are always interpreted through "fictions," through the narratives used to convey the understanding of an event.  Think of semiotic analysis—denotation, connotation, ideology.

p. 27-28

Hunt's Research Problem and Theory:

Hunt believes that media sources tended to report the story in terms of different "narratives"—different ways of telling a story about the trial and verdict.  Each narrative identified a cause for explaining the jury's verdict, with different moral lessons attached.  He examined  a variety of media and found that most sources used one (sometimes two) of five narratives, backed by 4 "political projects"—what we've been calling ideology.  The mainstream media (major newspapers, mass circulation magazines like Time and Newsweek, and major television networks) were far more likely to present the narratives they considered "plausible" than the ones they considered "somewhat implausible" or "highly implausible."  African American media and progressive/"Leftwing" media, which were read or seen by far fewer people, were more likely to use the narratives considered "somewhat implausible" or "highly implausible" by the mainstream media.

Hunt is interested in how much influence the media has on its readers and viewers.  He argues that since most Americans get their news from a narrow set of sources (that is, sources controlled by the same companies, or by people with the same political outlook), they tend to accept the assumptions imbedded within the media's narratives.  In this way, "facts" become "fictions."  At the same time, media doesn't simply hypnotize its readers and viewers.  When they discover media stories with which they don't agree,  they have the opportunity to come up with their own conclusions.  But when they live in a community that shares the dominant view, they tend to suppress their contrary view or bring themselves back around to what the majority believes.

Our Research Problem:

In this module, we will examine a few examples from the print media (newspapers and magazines) and test Hunt's theory.  Do his categories fit our examples?  Can we identify any other narratives?  What are the assumptions and ideas that are behind these narratives?  How might each of you, with your own set of assumptions and ideas, have reacted to the examples?  What lessons can we gain from examining the coverage of the O.J. Simpson trial verdict?

The Narratives:

1.  Incompetence (highly plausible): Any rational person can see that O.J. Simpson committed the crime.  A "mountain of evidence" establishes this fact.  The reason he was found "not guilty" is because some combination of the following groups were incompetent: the jury, the LA police, the prosecutors, and the judge.   The police were overawed by the celebrity defendant, the crime lab made numerous errors, the prosecutors' strategy was badly flawed (including moving the trial from mostly-white Santa Monica to white-minority downtown Los Angeles), the judge didn't allow certain damaging evidence and allowed the defense to promote the theory of a race-based, making it easy for the mostly black jury to follow their "emotions."

2.  Overzealousness(moderately plausible): Any rational person can see that O.J. Simpson committed the crime.  Unfortunately, not all of the evidence collected by the police can be trusted.  Police were too eager (overzealous) to convict an obviously guilty person, so they cut some corners and took some liberties, then lied to cover it up.  However, any reasonable group of people on a jury would have looked past these small problems and convicted him, instead of drawing on their distrust of the police in unrelated matters.

3. Mystery(somewhat plausible): There is too much conflicting evidence to determine either Simpson's innocence or guilt conclusively.  All the evidence is circumstantial, and there is enough evidence on either side of the case to make a clear conclusion impossible.  The only sure thing is that the killer is still loose.  The jury thus made a legitimate choice, whether one personally agrees with it or not.

4.  Rush to Judgement(somewhat implausible): Simpson may or may not be guilty, but we'll never know because the police and prosecutors quickly settled on one suspect and ignored other evidence that might have lead them to other possibilities.  Given the bias of the forces of "law and order" and their unwillingness to pursue other possible suspects, a "not guilty" verdict was the only rational choice for the jury.

5.  Conspiracy(very implausible): O.J. Simpson was framed by racist cops in one of the most racist police departments in the country.  Among the detectives was Mark Fuhrman, a man who openly used racial epithets, was opposed to interracial couples, boasted of planting evidence in other cases, and refused to answer the question about manufacturing evidence in the Simpson case.  Another detective was caught in lies during his testimony and was clearly capable of lying about other actions.  They were aided by a forensics department that was either corrupt or too incompetent to challenge  the frame-up.  There were simply too many "problems" discovered about the police and forensics department's mishandling of evidence to believe it was simple incompetence.  A "not guilty" verdict was not only understandable, it was an act of courage that freed an innocent man.

The Political Projects (49) Discourses that are reactivated to offer common sense explanation of political dynamics and to privilege some discourses over others.  These discourses help "explain" often unstated views of the world—who should have power, what values are most important, etc.  Narratives re-activated these political projects.  The narratives were used to attempt to establish the "common sense" nature of the political projects within their discursive communities and their discursive institutions.

1.  Celebrity project—OJ was a special kind of celebrity, one whose existence based largely on his racial background and raced story that proclaimed race didn't matter, at least to many whites.  Money was "earned," business acumen, etc.  Celebrity project attacked justice system based on favoring rich and famous.  Simpson was guilty because he was able to hire high-priced lawyers who would twist the evidence.

2.  Domestic violence project:

Three theories of social-psychological explanation:  frustration-aggression; social learning theory (men learn to beat); social-exchange  theory—batterers determine costs and benefits

Two theories of cultural/structural explanation: lower status=more frustration, rage;  patriarchy—men's "natural" power threatened.  Because Simpson's case fit the profile, he must be guilty.  Note that "fact" of abuse was never challenged.  Rather, what it meant, whether it was tied to murder was open to debate.

3.  Black other project—"they" are less educated, capable, reasonable than "us." "Race card"—using race as part of the logic of explanation—was dangerous because the black jury, and black public, would not be able to separate their emotions from the reason required to understand the case properly.  But if the majority of blacks did not trust the police (as well as other groups) than raising race as a possible factor was "reasonable"—yet this project refused to see race as a legitimate concern in the trial itself.  Indeed, often accepted limited racism in society to "explain" why blacks were swayed by "emotion" of the case.  This project saw "tribalism" as explanation—irrational defense of one's own.  Multiracial jury as "black jury."  Simpson as ignorant, hypersexualized.  Making Simpson "more black" in Time cover.

4.  "Just Us" project

P. 47—Chart on how media, discourses, individual understanding work.

Ask students—what is your understanding of how culture "works"? 

Media—“framing” and “packaging”; creating narratives through identification with characters, cause-and-effect; unity/disunity, and other methods; language—providing necessary cues through associations, supporting ideology

How it plays out in “real life”—Raced Ways of Seeing OJ

Methodology—creating a situation that reinforces raced views; pros and cons

What would happen if blacks and whites in room together; other races, other cultural groupings

Quant/qual—Weds.

Examines process of making meaning,  particularly over time

Transgressors and team players

Play DVD 

Some differences:

Whites generally sure of prosecutors case, deride defense; Blacks look to holes, contradictions, doubts—OJ may or may not be “innocent,” but he didn’t do it

Science and DNA

Domestic violence

Use of financial resources

Importance of race

Conspiracy

