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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores Roman Catholil' and secular re'iponsl's III st'xual imagel)' in 

popular culture. The Catholtc and ~()cio-phJlo\ophical reSplHl\eS Illay hl' \lIhd"'Hkd 

according to speclfic ideal type'i 10 l'IULidatl' the lllallll Ideologlcal .IIHI (,thil.II 1l10\,(,llll'nt~ 

operative within Ihese two hermencutlcal IladitlOns. 1 lI~e the IIll'dla 11I1ll1llaly Madllnna 

as a case study to illustratc the Illadequacy of llluch that Catholtc and 'il'utlal l"ultulal 

critics have written about religiously amblguou~ and SL'xuully plllvolative populal culture 

phenomena, Typkally, secular critÎc'i neglect the religiolls IInpliLatIons of slich 

phenomena, while Catholk critic'i overlook their ideologlcal Implications. 1 shull 

demonstrate both that hermeneutkal exdusivity weakcll'i the two ImlJor approachl's and 

that only methodologies which take "erioll~ly both Catholic and sccular insighls are 

appropriate for analyzing thl!"> aspect of popular cultUi e. 



RESUMÉ 

Ce memoire de maitrise examine les réactions de l'église catholique romaine et 

du monde laïc ù l' imagerie ~exlldlc dan" la culture populaire. Le" réactions catholiques 

ct socio-philo,>ophlque ... peuvent être "ubdlvl'iéc'i "elon des type" modèles 'ipécifiques pour 

clarifier les mouvcment'> idé()logJ(luC~ et ethique,> majeurs qui opèrent à l'mtérieur de ces 

deux trU(htlOn:-. d'analy'ic. L'étOIle médiatique Madonna est utilisée pour illustrer les 

insuffisances généralement rencontrées dans les éCflts des cntiques culturels catholiques 

et laïcs il propos de phénomènes culturels populaire, qUI sont sexuellement provocant et 

dont la connotatIOn réliglcuse est amblglle. Typiquement, les cntiques lalcs négligent les 

implications rélJgiclises de ces phénomènes, tandis que les critiques catholiques passent 

sous silence les implications idéologIques. Je démontrerai l}ue ces deux approches 

maleures temoigllcnt de'i faiblesses associées avec une certain étroitesse d'analyse, et l}ue 

les deux apploch~s 'iont nécessaire!\ pour une compréhension globale de la culture 

populaire. 

Il 
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CHAPTERONE 

Introduction 

The conventiona) houndaries of academlc rcligious discoursc now appear 

~()mewhat conMraming a~ scholar~ or religious studies venture into the rcalm of the social 

sciences. This growing conccm wllh the rclal10n hetwccn thmgs cultural and things 

reJigious has opcned ur an eXClling new area or rcligious rctlection. Still in lts infancy, 

OIlC of the mo~t 1I11cle . .,tmg rlcld~ withm this somewhat amorphous arca is the study of 

the relatIOn of religIOn to popular culture. 

Bcfore 1 procccd. 1 should c1anfy what 1 me an by "popular culture". The term 

denotes those movcmcnl~ and medIa m our societyl whlch cnjoy hroad, that is to say, 

popular support Il IS dlstll1gUlshcd lrom "high culture", with its connotations of the world 

oC symphol1lcs, operas. phllosophy and non-rcprescntationa1 art. SoclOlogist Andrew 

Greelcy slIggc~ts lhat poplllar culture is produccd hy "the people", as opposed to "high 

culture" whil.:h IS produced hy "the self-delïned élites" (Grœley 1988, 10). Although these 

calegOl;es have hecome conslderahly more ambiguous in this ccntury as artists and 

illlellectllais "dcconstrucl" convelllional media and arlislic classifications, they still 

function uscflllly as idcal lypes of cultural analysis. 

1 1 Cocus primarily on North America; hut as Joseph Nyc point" out, "the United 
Slales ... has a lInivcrsalistic popular culture and a major role in international instituùons" 
(Nye 12()). 
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refers to localized cultural forms (e.g .. the culture of Itllllt hunters) wlllie Ihe fmlllel. al 

least in the manner 1 am using H. rders to a largely intemational phcnnmclloll gOVl'lllcd 

through the mass media by large corporatIOns otten catcl IIlg 10 a youllg alldil'lll't'. 

Marshall McLuhan 's famous aXIOIll. "Ihe medium IS the Illl'S\agl'" (~kLllh,\Il X) 

communicates the now obviou'i 1Il\lght that eWI)' medlUlIl 1\ pledl\pll\l'd tll\\aH" li 

particular type of message. One Lan also algue that l'Vt'I)' lllltlll,ll ll11'dllllll ha\ ,1 Iilllly 

characteristic manner of presenting particular Images ~and the Illl'\:-.agn Ihey IllIply) hll 

my purposes, it is important to ob~elve that the medhl 1l00mally a~snLlall'd \\'Ith pllpUl:l1 

culture have unique ways of portraylllg Images rl'lated to human \cxlIahty .lIld t'lotiClsm. 

This thesis represents a consIderation -- 01 pel hap'i rccon"ldt'ratÎoll -- 01 the 

relevance of religlOus responses to that great hehemoth callcd poplilal L'U It li Il' 1 ShllUld 

emphasize that "relevance" is the crucial issue. For Ulllcss lellglOu:-, Il'~p(lll'il'S ale 

addressed to the social realities and couched 111 the language of L'olltelllpolary pl'Oplt', the 

yawning gap which often separates increu'illlgly sl'culani'cd IIHIIVldllal'i IIDm thell !lIiglllal 

faiths seerns likely to widen col1~lderahly. Tlm analY'iI'i ..,hall ulll~ldel (',II/llIlic and 

secular responses to sexual imagery in pop mU~IC, VIdeo.., and thcir derivatlve cclehrity 

systems. 

This thesis consist.. of four chupter~. The Introduction pre~cnt'i the gencral 

problematics of the relation between Cutholic ~cxual ethil.\ and culture. TIll', chaptcr al\o 

introduce'i the celebnty who WIll 'ierve a'i a CU'iC ..,tudy for thi .. thc'>I..,. Morcovcr, il 

introduces sorne of the theory behind the di'icipline of cultural critici..,m. 
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The ~ec.:ond chapter examme ... the offic.:ial and unofficIal Roman Catholic responses 

to my c.:a~e ~tudy. l'hl'" ... hould illustrate falrly c1early the major 'ichools of thought in 

modern C:~tjlOhcl'>l11 wlth regard to the application of Catholic ethics to popular culture. 

ln orcier to J1ll1 ... trate a more wldely e~poll:-.ed henneneutÎcal alternatIve to the 

Cathollc approadll"'> ~xplored 111 the ,>econd chapter, ln the third chapter [ consider 

respon,>l'''' tn Illy Cd,>e ... tudy ba,>cd \tnctly on social '\cÎentific or philosophical models of 

cultural cnttcl ... m. Sdectcd for this :-.urvey are analyses derived from semiotics, critical 

thenry and po,>tmodern',>m . .! 

Througholll the second and third chapters, a modest attempt is made to situate 

cach of the Catholic and secular commentators (and the socio-phllsosophical or 

theological movements they represent) on an ideological spectrum relevant to their 

respectIve tradition,> 1 maintain that no re:-.ponse IS politically neutral; that aIl responses 

to popllim cultlllc hespeak to varylllg clegrees unique Ideologll:al agenda. For the purposes 

of cIanty. in chapter ... two and three [ employ two ... ets of "ideal types" of cultural 

CIIIIClSIl1. One set organlzes and explaIll:-' the Roman Catholic responses, the other 

OIganizes and l'xplain,> the ... ecular Ic"'pon:-.e:-.. 

ln the fOllllh and final chaptel 1 present the condusions of my research. While the 

l:nlJcal-compataIIVl' applOach operal1ve III the ,>econd and third chapters obviates the 

speCIfie I1nlltallon ... of both the Cathohc and the sl'eular responses te rny case study (and 

pnpular culture III general), in this chapter 1 briefly summanze the se findings more 

generally. That is, despite the differenœs and the weaknesses, 1 endeavour to make 

~ 1 will define and discuss these terms throughout this thesis. 
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observations conceming the fundamental characteristlcs of "the C'atholll''' and "thl' 

secular" approaches to popular culture More specifirally. III the l'OUI th chaptel 1 ari" :,',~ 

whether or not apploalhe~ to popul:u culture whtch deprnd ('\('/II,\'lI'I'/\' on l'ltlll'r tlll' 

Catholic or secular traditlon __ are suflktent for analyzing amhtguolls popular ulltur.1i 

phenomena such as my lase study. 

The Madonna Phenomenon 

Before 1 proœed, 1 st,ould introduce my "case study", 1 have sdccled the pOp\ll:11 

musician Madonna LOU1~e Veronica Ciccone (her real name), or slInply MadonnLl. 10 

serve as the "text" for this study. 

Born 10 August 1 ()5X in Detroit. Madonna was raised in il slnct ltalian Roman 

Catholic family (Lewis 1(0), Alway ... a ~recoL'Îous child, at the age of ninell'l'n __ he Icll 

her middle-dass environ~ ln Detroit for the ~treets of New York, intcnt upon pllrsuJ/lg a 

career in music or dance. Initially. life tn New York was less th an ,,~I;IIl1\lI()II" lor hl'r: 

often relying on hand-out.; from friends. "he ~omctil11es "icrollnged for food in allcy'i 

(Andersen 32-50), 

After some persistent self-promotion, it was not long berore Madonna all. acled Ihe 

attention of variolls people in the New York mu~ic husllle~". Alter a few year ... 01 plaYlll/l 

in "garage band~", she recorded her fiN two alhum!'., Mat/olll/u (1 ()X3) ancl/,lAf' fi Vir;:/II 

(19X4), which sole! an e ... ttmated ntne mIllton copie~ combinee!. Whde the mlical rc~p()n~e 

to her music was :-.ubdued at fir,;t. she was by ail aCCOlJnt~ an unqualified puhlil: "iuccess 

quite early in her career. 
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Her visual appeal is unique and syncretistk. She often performs and appears 

publicJy in stylized lingerie; and almost alway'i, crucifixe~ and costume Jewellery adom 

her apparcl l/cr refu\al to lilmt her\elf ta a \rngle musical or per~onal "style" may 

m:count for her provocatIve vi'iual presence. Thus, she confounds conventional categories 

whlch normall y IClentll y and liecure both one'" genre and audience. 

Madonna 1:-- a truc multl-media celebnty. Although her voice has matured over the 

past nine year\, her \u~tall1ed slardom and cultural prominence remain largely dependent 

on her 1ll1lSK vJ(!eo:--, l110vie appearances and te1evised public appearances. Although her 

lyliCS thclll'ielw:-- are addre:--sed occulilonally in popular ..:ommcntaries, the primary 

medium 10 which :--he owes her popularity (film and video) tends to obscure her lyrics by 

emphasiling her renowned visual, rn fact largely sexual, appeal. 

Sex Iii hy fal the 1110:--t prevalent slIbtext in Madonna 's work. The significance in 

Madonna 'Ii work of sexual imagery and the gender issues this imagery wnnotes is 

impo~:--Iblc to IgnOlc. In fac!, one mlght plall:--ibly assert that ail writlllg about Madonna 

<Iii il CUltlll al phenol11l'noll 1\ di' facTo writing about sexual imagery and gender politics in 

popular culture. 

Since the I1lld-elghties, she has been the reigning qlleen of the popular music 

wOllô. wlth a Icpnrted net "worth" of weIl over $125,000,000 (Shewey 40). Her 

intl'I natronal pnpulallty and recognizability are nothing short of astonishing, and she has 

!lad an unusually tcn<ll'lOUS career for a female pop music performer. By ôescribing her 

a'i "the worlô':-, most famous -- and infamous -- female entertainer", Brian D. Johnson 

t'l'IlOt'S the desclIptlon of mo .... t commenta tors in the popular media (Johnson 45). 
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During the past few decades scholars have increasingly tllmed their attention 

toward the ways in which popular culture affects ourselves and our \vorld.' Cllnscquently, 

over the last nine years whole lakes of mk have been spl11ed on Madolln:l Clllllllll'Iltallt'S 

in both popular and academic penodicals.4 

It is interesting to observe the variety of opilli()n~ the.,c altlcll-" oftt'nll'llCt1. Whill' 

in one issue of Harper' ,\' magazine Louis Menalld of CUNY \VfltC., tllat "Madonna has 

do ne more to affect the way young people think about "exuality than a11 tlll' acatll'mlt" 

gender theorists put together" (Menand 4lJ), a rl'cent Is~ul' of lIarlwI'.\ katllll'" a IllOIC 

pessimistic article by Daniel Harn~. Harris bemoalls the aSLl~ndancy III NOl th Âml'IIl:t1l 

universities of what he caUs "Madonna Studies" (Harns JO). Hl' lamcnt" that "Maclolllla 

has been drafted into the staggeringly implauslble role of ~pokl'!'>woman of t'Il' valul''' and 

professional interest~ of university instructor!'>", when 111 lact ~hc i!'> nothillg hut "the 

rubbish of popular culture" (Hams 30-2). For Harris the ~aturat\()n of thc North ÂIIll'IICall 

al:ademic sœne with absurdly earnest and amblttolls interpretatlOm 01 l'Vl'I y Imaglllahk 

nuance of Madonna' s work'i (and othel example!'> ni popular cul tUl al lul1lmh) hl'''peak., 

3 For two of the very few ~erious "llerpretation~ of rcligl<)J1 alld populal ullturc . .,cc 
Paul Nath:.m~;oll·s Ove!' the Ra;nhow or Quentm Schultze\ na//( IlIg III IIIl' Ih/1A 

" For popular responses. ,>ee Fisher, John\on and Ander"oJl'" artllk., 1 have "electt'd 
academic responses whlch repre-;ent the two dotnlllant trcnd-; ln "cLulclf Lultlllai Llltll.I.,1I1. 
Readers interested in further analy~l~ of the "eclllar rc'ipon...c" tn Mad()IIIl<l III il Y hL: 
interested in the forthcoming collection of .,cholarly article" entitled 'llll' Mm/fJl/l/a 
COllnectioll' Ré{JreSelltatu)f/a[ Po[uil'.\, Su!wli[tura{ldelltilll'\ (Jnd ('/I{fllml TlWfI!'V, edltl'd 
by Cathy Schwltchenberg. 1 found .,0 few Catholrc rc"p(H!.,e., that 1 have IIlclllC!t.:cI tllelll 
aIl. 

5 See David MacFarlane's artlLle in The Glohe al/d Mati enlltled "LIII)!enC a., 
Language: Madonna's Great Code". MacFarlane refer ... to plIhlrcatlOll., wlth "uch UJflOU., 

titles as "Material Girl: Madonna, Bon., Pasternak, and the ('ollap"e {Jf the Soviet (JnlOn" 
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the intellectual bankruptcy of the fashionable "postmodern" criticism. 

On the other hand, Andrew Greeley argues that the pejorative connotation usually 

attached tn popular culture arises from the implicit élIte assertion that "if a work is 

popular Il cannot be any good. And indeed, if ordinary people like something, it must of 

course be trash" (Greeley 19XX, 10). Greeley contends that popular culture should be 

taken scriou:-.ly <1:-' a provider of "paradigms of meaning" ~ Greeley 1988, 13), and therefore 

as a l(Jeu,\ theolog/CIl,\ <Greeley IlJXX, 9). The huge popularity and global dissemination 

of these para(lIglm of meal11ng dearly neœssitate a thorough analysis of the mechanisms 

and agenda of North American popular culture. 

Whrle Harris' s view represent'i an increasingly common backlash against the 

academk: intercst la popular culture -- which he caUs "slumming" (Harris 32) -- and its 

new manifestation in "Madonna Studies", his critique and others like it do not warrant 

extended consideration 111 this thesis. For 1 am not at ail concerned about whether the 

proponcnts of "Madonna Studies" are making fools of themselves by their choice of 

subJl"ct matter. 1 am abo not particularly interested in Madonna herself, nor whether she 

dc:-.crves ail thls :-.cholarly attention. This study is not, in other words, a contribution to 

"Madonna Studies". The mere fact that ~uch a wide array of critics have seen fit to 

addn'ss Madonna l11akes the response~ themselves excellent evidence for a comparative 

investigation into the dominant trends in Catholic und secular critidsm of popular culture. 

Having briefly considered her hotly debated charaeter and public influence, 1 can 

by H.P. Selinki and "The Astronomical Implications of Truth or Dare: Madonna, Steven 
Hawking and the End of the Universe" by Z. Stobij. 
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now outline the two major contexts from which the respollses exploreo in subsequent 

chapters arise. 

Catholic Sexual Ethics 

Since Madonna has emerged from and constantly refers to an l'xplidtly Catholie 

background, and since it is the combination of sexlIal and rcligioll" imagel y in hl'I work 

that has attracted much of the secular and ahnost ail of the C'athohc :lttentlOn, l "houle! 

briefly outline the present state of Catholic sexual ethics. Such an ouUilll' wIll dl1CHlatc 

subsequent ohservations about the position of the various C'atholic COll1lllCl1tatOl s withm 

their own tradition. 

Modern Catholics(, are heirs to a twenty-centuries 010 tl aditioll of tcadllng on the 

subject of sexual morality. Whether or not they remain committcd to ail c1cllwnls of thi'i 

tradition, almost aIl Catholic moral theologian" -- cven the dis'ic/1tcrs -- tecl compcllcd 

to remain in dialogue with il. 

While Lisa Sowle Cahill maintains that Catholic .,cxual Ct/IICS can/1ot hc ha~l'd 

squarely on an explicit set of biblical do\.:trines,7 'ihe ohsclvcs that III addition lu thc 

general trends in the Bible (Cahill 14X), the towermg figures of AUgll.,llllc :t1l<I Thomas 

Aquinas remain the pillars of Catholic sexllal ethil..~. Thesc thmkcr" c1etllly continuc 

(, To limit the scope of lhi~ proJcct, unless othcrwi'ic indicatcd, the term "Catholic,," 
denotes North American Catholks. 

7 CahiII writes that a~ the "study of New Testament...ha~ made pcrfcctly c1e~lI, moral 
norms and criteria for applit:ation do Ilot -- in the best of Christian traditHI/1 -- amount 10 

an ... ahistorical, and unchanging code .... Responsibility )1; no more an l'Ilher/or, black-and­
white matter" (Cahill ] 50-1). 
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(albeit often only implidtly) to influence many of the Catholic commentators 1 will 

discuss. A very brief mtroduction to Augustine and Thomas Aquinas's views on sexual 

morality is thcrefore In order. 

Histonan Peter Brown observes that 

Sexual love rcmained, for 1 Augustine], the leaden eeho of true delight. He dearly 
wished that he had grown up chaste from his youth, his heart kept open by the 
discipline of continence. (Brown 394) 

Attributing human misery to the loss of a harmony which once existed between mind (or 

will) and body, AlIgll<;tmc foclised on the sexual drive as evidence of a "discordiosum 

nil/film, an abidmg principle of discord lodged in the hllman pers on since the Fall" (Brown 

40X). Althollgh Koslllk argues that one finds in Augu'itine a rarely explored ambiguity 

about ~cxuality (Kosnik ct al. 37), most writers have concentrated on Augustine's sexual 

pcssinusm. AligustlllC's "darkened humanism" (Brown 426) continues to colour Catholic 

reflccllon on <;cxlIal morality.l! 

Thomas Aqumas' s thirteenth century writings on sexuality are marked by a 

com:em fOI the order of nature generally and that of human nature more specifically.9 

Like many mcdlcval wntcrs. Thomas '<; work is riddled with now inflammatory assertions 

about the intenor biologu.:al and mtellectual status of women and the superiority of 

vlrg1l1ity to maIl iage (Cahill 1(5). Although Cahill argues that his views on sexuality 

N For an excellent di~cussion of many other important aspects of Augustine's sexual 
history and histoncal context, see Peter Brown, pp. 3~7-427; for a polemical account of 
his sigllltïcanre, sel' lita Ranke-Heinemann. pp. 75-9H . 

., Thomas \Vas primanly preoccupled with the question: "What is it that is the most 
!.!l'nulIldv human'!" (Cillill 137) , . 
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were less problematic and pessimistic than Augustine's (('alll11 1 I .. n, Uta Ranke-

Heinemann contends that Thomas merely updated and attached an Ali·;totdian sl'Icntitïc 

rationalization to the existing pessimistlc AlIgllst1l1Jan pelspectives (Ral11..l'-1 kJllCmall11 

184). 

Another crucial aspect of the historical developmcnt of Roman ('athlllirislll has 

b~en and continues to be the emphasis on the sinfllincss of (lon-mal Ital alld nOI1-

procreative sexual activity. While the tradihonal teachmg arm of the clll11 ch L'l Hlsidercd 

l 'th" 1" " '1" lU t t most mara transgressions el er morta or venta ~ms ( ept'n< mg on \\lm \l'\ OUS 

variables induding the context of the act, the deglce of il1lcnllOl1alily and Ihe 

consequences of the sin, quite a different tendency plevailed III lenm of 'icxual 

transgressions. For aIl such a<.:ts, regardless of their context or extelluating CIICllIll'ilances, 

were deemed mortally sinful. One was free of ~111 a'i long a~ one 'Ii "'l'xlIal appl'tltc'i WCIl' 

immediately repressed. However, once one allowed 'illch an appcllll' l'llhcl 10 lingel in 

one' s mind 01 provoke one to seek its fulfilment, one had cOJll/1l1t1ed a !l101 lai ~1I1 Il 

Rooted in Augustine and Aquinas, this (pre-Vatican Il) tcchnlcal a ...... c ...... mclll Idlcll~ li 

profound "problematization" of sexuality at the heart ot tradltlonal ('ath(Jllu~Ill,I~ 

Many "progressive" theologians have abandoncd -- and on Ihe who le Vallcan " 

10 A mortal sin cuts one off from God, whereas a venial \1J1 only impeclcs OIlC'S 

relationship with Gad. Put another way, venial SIllS are at varianœ with natural law, while 
mortal sins attack its very -;ub<.;tance, 

Il For a fuller explanatlOn of the intricacie') of this issue, sel' volume J 4 (JI' the 
Catholic Encydopedia, pp. 4-11. 

12 "ProblematlzaUon" i!'> borrowed from Michel Foucault'') Hi,\!ory oj S(Jxlwllly. On 
this general issue see Uta Ranke-Heinemann'<.; analysis of women and scxuailly ln the 
Catholic church. ' 
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(J Yf)2-o5) tends to mitigate against -- this tradition. However, the sexual teaching firmly 

in plaœ previou~ to VatÎl;an Il -- and still not fully abrogated in tone or effect -- placed 

a tremendou\ bllrden on many Catholic\ over whom perpetually hovered the spectre of 

mortal ~Jnfulnc~\. Analyse~ of the Catholtc responses ta Madonna iIIustrate that despite 

the changc~ advocated by certain theologian~ after VatIcan II, the deeply entrenched 

problcmatization of sexual aetivity by virtue of its mortally sinful nature still influences 

the way highly \exualized public figures such as Madonna are interpreted. 

Modern Catholl< .. lsm i.., ln the tnldst of an extended debate about the appropriate 

contemporary mIe nf Augu~tine, Allumas and the traditional mortal sinfulness of many 

sexual aets. Catholtc wnters on sexual morality are characterized by the degree of loyalty 

they exhibit toward these dassÎl;al resources and the magisterial traditions they have 

spawned. 

Moral theologian Charles Curran observes that 

many Roman Catholie moral theologians no longer see their function primarily as 
defenders ... of the hieran;hil:al maglsterium .... [And] there exists a definite chasm 
hetwecn the way man y moral theologians do moral theology and the approach 
employed III the ofticIaI teaching of the hierarchical magisterium. (Curran 1979 
17-1X) 

Curran criticizes the official doctrine for what he caUs its "physicalism", the tendency on 

the part of conwntional Catholil; teaching to absolutize the physical act (Curran 1988, 

76). Whereas gl'nerally ~peaking the dassical tendency which physicalism bespeaks has 

heen on the wane -;ince Vatican 11. 11 he argues that in the area of the chun.:h's official 

11 See Gregory Salim (1 (73) for a synopsis of the major changes ln unofficial 
Catholtc ~exllal theology after Vatican II. 
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teachings on sexuahty it has rernained oddly unmodified. 14 

Furthennore, ChristIan historian Phihp Sherrard asserts that at the l'ore of 

traditional Catholic sexuality IS the contradIction thm God both wllls and taints ... exuality, 

The longevity and intractability of this contradiction confounos many cOlltell1(Hll ary moral 

theologians who, like Sherrard, argue that it "incllcatrs the ha:-'Il' m'litt Il' Il'Ill')' of the 

teaching which it purports to interpret and apply" (Shellard 31 ()) SIIll't' "tilt' \ a,t Illal(lilly 

of theologians express significant disagreement flOl11 loffIClal and traditHlIIa11 tl'adl1ng" 

(Curran ll)X~, 76), offidal Catholic sexual ethic~ appeal\ II1crea:-.tngly anadllotmtlc. As 

Catholic theologian Gregory Baum wmmented, "Catholic sexual mOlahty Ilt'l'ds a ncw 

start" (Baum 1973, 3H).15 

Curran and Sherrard's approach to sexual morahty IS diulIlctncally opposed 10 Ihal 

of moral theologians Ronald Lawler, Joseph Boyle, and William May who propose the 

more traditional notion that Catholics are not at liherty to prefer thell COIl'\CIl'llll':-' tn Ihl' 

rulings of the chun:h (Lawler et al. 112). The dcbate about olle'\ relallon to ()fficial 

church teachings on sexual morality i'i III fact part of a larger debatc aboul the authority 

of the magisterium. The latter issue is weIl beyond the ~C()rC of thls Ihc'\I'i, hut it is 

important to acknowledge it as the stage on whieh many of thc'ic denvallVl' dcbatcs arc 

held. 

14 Curran writes: "Whereas the offidal :-,odal tt'aehing ha~ evolvcc\ ~() that Il now 
employs [an] historieal eonsciousnelô'i, personali~m, and a relationaljty-rc~poll"hllrty 

ethkal model, the sexual teachmg ..,till empha<.;ize~ das~ILÎ\rn, human nature and taclIltic'i, 
and a law mode) of ethic~" (Curran 1 tJXX, ) (7) . 

15 Although Baum wrate thi'i 111 1 <)73, a revrcw of the rcecllt and ~tlll largely 
polemical literature ~ugge'it'i that little ha\ changed 111 the mcantllne. 
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Although the Lawler, Boyle, and May text represents a quite conservative strain 

of Catholk 'iexual ethi\.'), for which Jt received the imprimatur, Philip Keane's book, 

SexulIl Mmaluy, rcccived the ~ame doctnnal honour. While Keane does reiterate and 

~upport hl~ traditIOn' s empha'iis on heterosexuality and a conservative interpretation of 

the L.atcg()nc~ of objectIve moral ~in and evil, he nevertheless attempts to redress the 

implielt phy'ilcallsm of ('atholie ~exual ethics. 

Despite thelr differcnces, Kcane agrees with Curran that among theologians there 

has bcen a shift away trom the L.onventional Catholic emphasis on the physical objectivity 

ut IIldividual act~ (Kcane 40). Thi'i new movement l6 ilIustrates the inadequacy of 

previous -- and somc contcmporary -- approaches which gave and continue to give to the 

sexual aet an objectlvity whieh minimizes the context of the act and the complexities of 

the actors. 

This brief overview of the stute of Catholic sexual ethics is intended ta illustrate 

the enollring ten:-.inn betwl"en the c1assieally onented official teachings of the church and 

the llSllUlly mml.' "proglessive" approach of many eontemporary theologlUns. Despite 

m.:easionally im."concliable (uno often highly public) differences,17 very few of them 

eompletely sever thelr tle.., wlth the traoltion or the magisterium. 

Desplte the "trldes many refOl mers have made in the direction of liberalizing the 

magisterillJ11' s teachmgs, 11 IS hard to gallge the effeet of their reforms on the so-called 

II> Usually calleo the "fllndamental option" approach. 

17 ln AlIgll')t IlJX6. the VatIcan inforll1ed Curran that because of his views on sexuality 
and authonty he \Vas no longer fit to teach Catholic theology (Curran IYR8, 7). Anthony 
Kosnik met with a ,>lImbi fate (Curran 19XX, 76). 
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"common person", After aIl. Vatican II was relatively rerent and man y of the theologhll's 

and clergy who were hostile ta its refonns are sttll tcaching Ihcology or mil1l~Il'llIlg III 

parishioners, The problematization of -.exualtty discussed aboVl' ha~ plOVl'1l llsdf ,1 

durable moral tradItion, the ghost of which IS exceedlllgly hard tn l'XllIl'ISe TIlt' '\lIght 

liberalization of Vatican Il's teachlllg 011 scxuality will likt'Iy takl' a long lime tn ,llkL't 

the fundamental values of North Amencan Catholics, 1t 1'\ (hfticult, thl'ldOll'. to dl'tcll1lllll' 

the extent to which the average Catholic an:epts -- or l'vell acknowkdgcs -- the Ill'W 

sexual theology being promulgated III the aftermath of VatH.:an II. 

Moreover. the category "North American Catholtcs" hardly '\Iglllt ic~ a hOlllogcl\OUS 

group. In fact, Cathohcs in North America are divlded along das~, l'thlllc and 1 allai 

lines,lB Their heterogenous backgrounds indlcate that one l11u~t be cautiolls wlwll making 

generalizations about "North American C'atholics" ,l'J 

While sorne Catholics remain to 'iome extent ensconced III the prl'- Vatican Il 

deontological tradition of physicalism, many others have long ~incc ahandollcd t/Il'" aspect 

of their tradition in favour of a more Ilberal IIlterpretatlOll 01 ('athO/ll dOCIIIlIl', Modern 

Catholicism may be charactl'nzed by JU~l ... uch a len'>IOIl betwecn Il'> adhl'Icnh' oltell 

divided loyalties to traditlOnal Catholic teaching on the one hand and a Idatlvely 

permissive secular society perrneated by sexual imagery on the other ((Jreeley / ()X(), 44X), 

18 Consider, for examples, the various dlfference~ hetween Philipll10 ('ath()IJ(':~ of 
Vancouver, Irish Catholics of New York. and French Catholil.:-; of (Juchcc, 

19 These rnethodological problem~ do not ,>enou,>ly hampcr thl'> prnJcct, ,>mLC 1 am not 
concerned WIth the ~oclOlogical 4ue~tion of popular CathollL opinIOn The,>c problc111'i arc 
'ilmply important background iS'iue~ to beur in mmci cIunng ll1y the'>I'>, 
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Of the new and increasingly dialectical reality in which contemporary Catholics find 

themselves, Andrew Greeley writes that "sexual teaching that does not address itself to 

this challged ,>ituatiGn, however wise it may be, simply will have no impact at aIl" 

(Greclcy in Hanlgan 1 <JX2, 6(j). 

Modern CatholJcl,>m 1'> the -;ite of several awkward tensions: between dassical 

sources and modern :-.cholarshlp, physicalism and "fundamental options", cIassical guilt 

and sexualliberatlon, and fmally between contemporary moral theology, the magisterium 

and sccular :-.ocicty. These ten:-.ions continue to lIlspire debate and not a little disarray. The 

dlver:-.ity of the Catholtr responses ta Madonna and popular culture in general ilIustrate 

the many dimcm.ions of this tension. 

Consumption and Modernity 

The architecture of human identity and social relations has for the majority of 

western history been heavily intluenœd by religion, and for the mast part, Catholicism. 

Therc IS nothll1g ullllsual or ,>urpnsing about the invalvement of the church in these 

spheres, but the sweeping changes effected 111 the secular realm, especlally over the last 

three centuries, have dilmnished the chun;h' s impressive hegemonic power in the western 

\Vorld. 

Thal is not to say that the church once had a monopoly on the formation of human 

identity and social relations. Ilor that it IS now impotent in these arenas. However, that 

the portion of cultural and social intluence once maintained by the Catholic chuTch in the 

pIe-modern cm has SlIlCC shrunk is self-evident. For a number of Teasons -- The 
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Enlightenment, The Reformation. the democratk and industrial revolutions ln name hlll 

a few -- the Roman Catholic church saw ilS power to intluenœ \Vhat was rapidly 

becoming "modern" life change drastl(ally. The \Valllng: of its ~oclal and politÎl'al 

influence naturally corresponded to or perhaps resultcd \Il ils weakelled contI ni OVl'1 tht' 

consciences, identities and sodal institutions of 1110'\t European~. 

Catholic theologian Mkhael Warren commenb Ihal hy offering ils ,ldht'ICnls a 

system for imagining what individual and Sl\CIUI lire should be. religIOn I~ onl' III tlll' 

"zones of irltluence among other int1uenees" (Warn.'n \(1)1. 20). Wallen algul'" Ihat 

the prOl:ess of establishing an idenîity is 111 part a proll'~~ of IInagllllllg Ill! Ol\l'sl'lt 
possible forms of behaviour, possIble attitudes ,md valucs, g()al~, ,Illet ullllllalely. 
a possible future. (Warren ItJtJl, IX) 

It is therefore of rehgious anti soclUl scÎentifie IIlteresl tn e()n~)(lel Imel Iy the wcll-

developeè s;:>cio-philosophical discour~e whkh foeuses on the Ielallwly IIl'W :-.eculal 

institutions and ideologies which ereate and mediate thesc imagil1l'e! I}()S'>lbtlllll''>. Sueh 

an overview should provide some context for the l.ritle:-. examllled in tlll' tlme! dlaplCI 

Because the methodologles employcd by man y ot those 1 shall eon:-'ldcr III thc th\ld 

chapter tend toward highly terminological theonzing, thcsc preliminary remarh ,>houlcl 

darify the larger and sometimes idiosyl1l:ratlc context in whlch lhi~ "p()~tll1()dcrn" 

vernacular has meaning. 

Karl Marx' ~ interpretation of the profound role of thc economy and the "ioCHII 

realities which inevitably tlow therefrom have inspired ,>cveral philo"iophicul and ",ol.ial 

scientific schools of thought. The cultural critIci~m, or "Lfitlcal thcory" whlch cman,tted 

from the "Frankfurt 5chool" in Gennany repre~cnts one of the fir"it c1carly artll.uJatcd 
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applications of Marxi'it theory to mass culture. 

A<.:Cording to Theodor Adorno, one of the Frankfurt School's main proponents, 

people are at the mercy of "the culture industry", controlled by -- and for the sole benefit 

of -- powerful l-apitaIJ:-.t intcre'its. The audience or consumers of the products of this 

industry arc "dupc'i of ma:-.s deceptlon", fooled into an,epting a ver:-.ion of reality which 

OJ1ly perpetuatc'i thclr 'icrvltude (Bernstein in Adorno) X). Adorno cites the conformity 

of ail areas of popular and hlgh culture to Its requirements as an example of the insidious 

hcgemony of the culture mdustry. 

By takmg the production of culture -- i.e., the control over the production of 

cultural artifacts and the dissemination of their attendant "meanings" -- out of the hands 

of the people, the culture IIldustry robs people of their right to creative expression in the 

context of their own :-,oclety. By replacing eonsciousness with conformity, this industry 

"impedes the development of autonomous, independent individuals" (Adorno 92). For if, 

as Wanen :-.uggests. comtllH:tll1g an identity requires an ability to Imagine possible forms 

ot behavlOllf, valuc:-. .1l1d goals, Adorno a:-.serts that a person's abIlity to Ilnagme sueh 

pos:-.ihIlIlIC:-' 1" :-.t'vcldy IlI1lIted, if not completely determined, by the culture industry. 

People ale left with few opttons but "to toe the line, behind which stand the most 

powerful lI1tercsts" (Adorno l))). 

One l'an ca~ily detcet the aspects of Adorno 's approac:l which are derived from 

Marx' ... crillque of capitahslll. ZII Adorno' s emphasis on the exploitation of the masses, 

his l'ntique of the loss of control of the means of -- in this case, cultural -- production, 

• 'II • Sel' Arata and Gcbhardt, pp. 1 X5-225; also Bernstein, pp. ) -25. 
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and his sense that modern people are falling for what he (alled "the swindk" nt" thl' 

culture industry (Adorno X9), ail bespeak hi~ Mar:...ist l'lame of It'lt'rt'IKl'.~1 

However, certain key l:omponents of Marxl~t l'ultlllai ultll'i: ... m hllw Ihl'lll~dVl's 

been subjected to criticism. For ex ample, Michael Warren ObSl'lVl''i that "MlIl\" IllllllWt'IS 

came to view culture as not concrete or 'material' enollgh tll hl' 'illldll'd li' Olll' III tlll' 

bases of society", Culture involved merely "ephenlcral leal1l1e~" will d, \\'l'll' III lal'! 

determined by more substantial economic forces (Warren 191)1, 7)) D.l1l1cl M,llt'I add, 

to Warren's critique that "because there is no independent l'onsHknltl\l1l 01 tilt' lulllllai 

construction of consumptlon, this are a becomes merely the loglLal lIutCOI11l' III the sphl'Il' 

of production" (Miller 4X), 

While established Marxist thought holds one' S proximity to and conti ni ovel the 

means of production to be the major indicator of one's social StatllS (and therclore 

identity),22 there has been a significant philosophieal rl'orientatlon lII1l0llg llIany thillkl'I" 

of the left. Instean of relegatmg consumption lOto an outcome 01 !.-ontlil't-; cl'ntret! 

elsewhere" (Miller 411), this ~hift po~its that the conslImption ot cultural and l'()n~lImCI 

products is now the dominant sphere in the detcrll1l1laUoll of ... oclal rclatlon~ and 

individual identity.21 Professor Alan Tomlinson wntes: 

21 For a brief explanation of his alteration of and addllion to the MarxJ ... t cnlJquc of 
society, see Bern stell1 , pp. 1-25. 

22 Marx wnte~: "The mode of produt-tiol1 ot matertal Ille dctcrmme-; the general 
character of the ~ocial, politlCal and "'plfltual rro<.:C ... ~e ... ot Itfe" (Marx 51) 

23 "Cultural products" connote~ what Damel Miller cdll, "the cxternalmtliOI1 ot ..,oC/ety 
in history, through WhiLh it is enabled ta emhody and thu, rcproduLc lI..,elf" (Mtlfer n) 
Miller'-; definition i-; applted more generally tu "culture", but Il 'lJIh Illy u..,c of 
"products", sÎI1l;e he Implie ... here and ehewhere that a udturc 1\ Il ... "extclllall/.l!IOIl'" 
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It b in the !'!phere of consumption -- conspicuous leisure on the basis of adequate 
disposabJe IIH,;ome -- that many will 'ieek to expres, their freedom, their perscnal 
power, their 'itatus aspirations. The effect of such a trend upon collective 
consciousness and cultural relations in particular societies cannat be understated. 
(TomlinvJ/l 6) 

However, the introduction of a new locus of identity and social organization does 

no! completely UndCfll11ne the earlier tradition of critical theory. Post-Marxist cultural 

criticsZ4 still mamtal/1 a critical approach ta both the control of cultural production and 

modern CO/lSUmefl!'!l11. However, the following analysis shall demonstrate that what they 

examine (e.g., youth fashlOns and popular music iJ1stead of factory ownership and union 

1110YCJ11ents) and the language they use to conduct this discussion (c.g., "signs" instead of 

dasses) are ljuite dlfferent From their "yulgar" Marxist forebears. 

An aXIlHll for thl ... loo'iely detïned group of thinkers might be: "Serious [cultural] 

critique requlre... nuanced Judgement of inadeljuades and stupidities as weil as 

apprrciation of excellence" (Warren 1991, X3). These writers do not exhort people to 

renounce modern culture. but rather to adopt (in very different ways) a critical standpoint 

whll:h challenge~ the ahenatmg features of mass culture while remaining open to the 

rotent laI that one 1111ght finti in cultural products and consumption practices certain 

libclating posslhilities. 

SecuJar cultural critics fall into two distinct groups according to their 

~-I To be more explint about these writers, 1 am referring to critics such as Lewis, 
Ewen, Baum. Fi'ike. Miller. Warren. Tomlinson and Kaplan. to whom 1 shaH refer in 
suhsequt'nt chapters. Despite the significant religious and ideological differences between 
thest' thll1J...rl!'!. they ail -- more or less -- share an openness toward possible positive 
fUnL'l111n~ ot l'onMll11ptlOn 
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hermeneutieal praetices and presuppositions. One group represl'nts "postmodt'rnism", a 

recent movement which challenges traditional hierarchies {not to Illentinn traditional 

cultural criticism). The other group foregoes the dt·con~tructlVt'. and in plactin' olten 

nihilistic tendencies of postmodemism in favour of a rl'vision of Mal XISt philoSllphy 

combined with the insights of modem sociology and hcrmencutIcs. 

Although the two major perspectives within senJlar cultural LI Il il'l SIl1 pl OpOSl' very 

different visions of our society, both groups of critics !'>hare a fcw things in coml1lun. FOI 

example, they both favour a model of social analy!'>is III which LOntllLl 11l'IWl'cn sOl'la) 

groups is considered normative. As weil, they both rely 10 ~ome l'xll'nt on thl' l aleglllll's 

and lexicol'l llf Marxist analysis. Both groups share a fundamental int~lcst in populal 

culture, especially in the ways "style", identlty, cultural suhtexts and l'Oll"li IllC/ Ism 

interaet. 

There is aho a common conviction among these Cf/tiC!'> that Ihc/e 1" sOllll'thing of 

an ideological battle being waged in popular culture over the autonomy a/ld illtegrily of 

the modern identity and the !'>trUl:ture of modern (or po~tmodern) ,>ncicty ln a ,>oc/ety in 

which the way one consumes. und not produccs, lend~ 10 \Iructme one '\ Identlty and 

social relations, the cultural consumer -- of goods or Imagc" -- and thc culllllc of whlch 

s/he is a part become increasingly complicated "ites of ''.,cm/otie'' \lfuggle over 

meaning. 25 

25 For a helpful introduction to semiotic (or "semiological") analysis, see Berger 
and/or Deely. 
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Conclusion 

But what, one may wonder, does this have to do with Madonna? Michael Warren 

writes that "cultural systemlsj ... are ... supported by a system of images" (Warren 1991,47). 

Therefore, if one seeh critkally to understand one's culture, one must examine the élan 

vital ot the -;ystern of images which supports it. Over the last eight years, Madonna has 

become an integral part of the dominant system of images operative in North American 

popular culture. C'ntÏl:'i dlsagree on whether she exemplifies the superficiality, ambiguity, 

power, possibihty or corruption of this system. Through analyses of popular culture and/or 

consumplion, they ail grapple (though in many different ways) with the presentation of 

sexual imagery III popular culture. 

Having briefly outlined the salient features of my case study and the theoretical 

framework employed in this thesis, in the following chapters, 1 explore the various ways 

critics have applied their perspectives to Madonna. 1 intend to demonstrate that the 

Catholk and secular criucs have unique yet quite problematic ways of responding to 

Madolllla, langing l'rom the philosophlcal to the sociologieal to the ethical to the 

Iheological. At the very least, these critics share an interest in Madonna as an intluential 

public t\glllc whose preselH.:e in popular culture must be taken seriously if only because 

it aheady has been similarly appraised by a very large section of our society. 

And so it is first to the Catholic responses that 1 now tUfIl my attention . 
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CHAPTER TWn 

The Catholic Responses to Madonna 

Although Roman Catholicism is œrtainly the most centralized Christian 

denomination in North America, it sustains a considerable a III 0 li nt of inll'Illai debate 

regàrding human sexuality and the prominent role of sexual IInager)' III popul:1I l'ultllll'. 

hardly peripheral religious or ethical issues. This diversity does not. howevl'r. IlIslily the 

conclusion that Catholicism lacks a traditional set of assumptions about what l'; ,111<1 IS Ilot 

sexually and socially appropriate. In fact, white they may generate diamctl kally opposed 

positions, most of the radical dissenters still feel compelled tn constlllct and articulate 

their ethical systems in sorne kind of relation to thi~ hody of conventional ~talld:lld~. 

Since the most provocative aspect of Madonna's claft is wllhollt a douht the 

prorninence of sexual imagery -- and by extension. gender politic ... -- in hl'r Vldl'Ils. lyrics, 

and pubJic appearanœs, and since most commentators re:-.pond allHost l'xdu"'IVdy to thl~ 

dimension, it should be revealing to consider the relation hctween the vallO!l'> le;;p()n~cs 

and the Catholic ethical tradition 1 outlined in my introduction. Althollgh 111 olle or two 

cases it is practically impossible to detect this relationsillp, mn;;1 of the lext;; J l'()n~idcr 

submit rather easily -- if not absolutely -- to such an analy~I"'. 

For this purpose, 1 have created three ideal types -- affirmative, cOIUJeml/(/fory and 

critical -- to serve as categories of analysis and de'icription. A detailed illustration of the 

22 
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contours and implications of these three types will emerge in the process of their 

application. 

As 1 mentioned in the first chapter, in addition ta categorizing the responses 

according to their position in the spectrum of Catholic sexual ethics, 1 shaH attempt to 

characterize them in idcological term'i as weil. For white it may be occasionally difficult 

to assign a given response to a specifie eategory with regard to its bias towards the 

Catholic (sexual) cthlcaltradition, it IS simpler ta aS'iign these lexts ta general ideological 

categories. 1'0 thls end l 'ihall employ the ideal types of liberal, cOllservative and radical, 

as articulatcd hy RobeIt Nisbet 111 hi'i classic text, The Sociological Tradition. 

AIthough Illy Ideal type~ will guide my evaluation of the relation of these 

responses to a particular aspect of a specifie tradition, Nisbet's ideal types shaH help 

situate these responses JO the much larger ideological context. The correlation between 

Nisbet's types und my own will become apparent as the analysis unfolds. In faet, at times 

the two sets of ideal types with which 1 am working will conflate. so that a given 

ICsponse or clltie may be dcscnbed as "conservative-condemnatory", "radical-critical", or 

"liberal-affirmative". Since. as 1 have mentioned, certain response~ do not c1early betray 

tItcir relation to the Cathohc tradition, this conflation allows me to situate a given 

rl'sponse within a mOle general rramework. Such a general classification will clarify the 

maJor "imllarities and difference~ between these Catholic and the following chapter's 

'l'L'ular re"p()llsl'~ so that the underlying question of the appropridtenes~ of uni-disciplinary 

rcsponses to popular cultUle may be succinctly addressed in the final chapter. As far as 

the future application of this approach is concerned, it is my hope that a comparative ideal 
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type analysis of responses to Madonna will exemplify a modus ofJercmdi for analyzing Iht' 

relevance of religious responses to other figures and movements within Nurth American 

popular culture?' 

1 should underline two things before 1 begin. First, if Illy own sympalhies art.' nol 

yet obvious, 1 should confess that 1 prefer the "radical-cnlieal" apploaLll 10 pupulal 

culture. ln the tinal chapter, 1 shaH flesh out Ihis assertion soml.'whal Sl'LOlldly. Ideal 

types are by their very nature, artificial. Unlike categories sllch ao.; cal 1lI "Plllach. tlll' 

categories of liberal, conservatlve, affmnative, clltH.:al. elc., lad· .. ohll'ctlW antl'cl'dl.'nls 

against which one can compare, in this case, a given rcsponsc 10 Madonna. Although 1 

have tried (as 1 am sure Nisbet has) to fashion Illy ideal types in a way whlch lairly 

represents the logical arrangement of the texts, the categorizatlons made in Ihls and Ihe 

following chapters may al times appear less th an precise. 

The Catholic Subtext 

An exploration of the Catholic respon!\es to Madonna wOllld hl.' qUlte inadcquatc 

without some account of the n.ost common e1ement!\ in qllC!\t1on. Sincc a complele 

analysis of the highly provocatIve fUSIOn of Cathohc and "exual Ilnagery 100llld in 

Madonna'" stage shows, vldeoo.; and public appearancc" i" weil heyn/ld the "cope 01 Ihe 

present project, 1 shall list only a few prevalent featurc!\. Fir!\t, although "he c,lIlnot he 

Z6 There is no reason, however, that this methodology "houlci be lillllted to North 
American culture. Madonna, for example, h a prominent part of an Illcrea"ingly 
international popular culture. The application of vanou!\ly dif ferentlatec! Ideal types to 
other aspect~ of culture, and to other cultures ~eem<;, therefore. to be a ll"cllli tool lor 
other social scientlfic endeavour~. 
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aedited inventing her birth name, it must be held at least partly responsible for some of 

the antagoni'itic Catholic attention she has attracted. Secondly, people even remotely 

aware of popular culture are by now accustomed to seeing photographs and film footage 

of a lingerie-dael Marionna with crucifixes dangling from rosary beads worn as necklaces. 

ThinI/y, her reccnt documentary film, Truth or Dare, portrays her leading her dancers and 

backup smgero.; III prayer before each concert. Finally, in her "Like a Prayer" video she 

dances in front of a field of burning crosses, has a love affair wlth the black saint, Martin 

de Porres. and reœlves the stigmata. 

The division between the sacred and profane is one of the most central and revered 

clements ot Roman Catholic life. Not surprisingly, throughout history certain symbols (the 

crudfix, rosary bead~. icons, etc.) have taken on a uniquely sacred aura. Conversely, 

certain patterns of personal behaviour (e.g., the overt eroticIsm found throughout 

Madonna's work) and their popular manifestations (e.g., her provocative clothing and 

erotic mode of expressIOn) have been negatively problematized. 27 Sexual 

probJematizauon may explam bath Madonna' s popularity and her cri tics ' often vehement 

invectives. For hel work often amalgamates the previously separated realms of the sacred 

and profane. Her use of CatllO/ie symbols and rituals to express largely secular and 

always explicitly sexual messages. combll1ed with her use of explicitly sexual imagery to 

artlculate typically Catholic motifs and narratives. make her work an excellent target for 

27 Contesting pl.)pular wisdam on the subject, Michel Foucault argues that modem 
SOl"lety has Ilot become progressively liberal about sex. In fact, he contends that sex has 
been illl:fcasingly t'xploited. and as he puts it. problematized, "as the secret" (Foucault 
35). He cites as evidence the ever-increasing volume and intensity of discourse on 
'\t':o.uallty. 
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eondemnation from a wide array of secular and religious cri tics. 

But this facile observation should not blind us to the probability tltal the above 

fusion is also responsible for her tremendous Slh':ceSS. The various enlrt'ndwd polantll's 

within any culture do not aIl possess the equivalent potency. Madnnna· ... sUù'l'SS dnt'~ not 

derive from the faet that she links two polar oppo~itcs. but rathcl that :--Iw 10lns \Vital 

many (especially young female Catholic) North Amcncan:-- (on<;\lkr the Il!tllllatt' 

opposites. 1 doubt that she would be enjoymg so mlll:h sustalllcd plOspeflty an<llTitical 

attention if her preferred polanty was Judaism and Nazlism. wal and pl'acc. 0\ 

communism and capitalism. Critics and audiences alike tend to tire of slich gllnmicks. 

whereas the proper mixture of Catholicisll1 and overt eroticlSI11 has, as Madonna said, 

"pu shed the buttons" of a huge number of people (Johnson 45) and made Madollna a 

household name. 

Commentary on A vailable Sources 

Considering this unique fusion and the attention it has attracted, ollC may be 

surprised to discover that in aIl but one Catholic category the sccular re-;poJlscs va~tly 

outnumber the explicitly Catholic responses. After a year of Icscarch, 1 am pl aCllcally 

certain that 1 have wllected -- and in a few case:-- .... oliCited -- ,dl ot the m,qur (thouJ.!h Il 

is hard to believe they are the only) explicitly Catholrc rc:--pon .... cs tu MadO/Hw. Bctore 1 

begin my analysis, a brief ~peculatlOn about thc paucity of .... ourlC\ 1\ lJl orcier 

ln Ethics Alter Babel: The LanRllURe.\ of Moral.\ and Their J)i.\('()lItl'llts, Jcffrey 

Stout refers to the "secularization of publh: ... moral dis\.:our'\e" (Stout XO-I) which has 
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diminished the pre-modern prominence of the religious dimension of public moral issues 

(e.g., the debate over Madonna's portrayal of sex and religion). Religious-ethical concepts 

and terminology which were at one tlme central to moral discourse have for a variety of 

rcasons become le~~ e~sential to the moral debates in our society (Stout 161). Moreover, 

Stout argues that for the most part North American "academic theology seems to have lost 

ils voice, Its ability to command attention as a distinctive contributor to public discourse 

in our culture" (Stout 103). 

Or perhap!\ the lack of response has a simpler explanation th an Stout suggests. It 

is conceivable that the Catholics one might expect to comment on this sort of issue are 

simply embarrassed by Madonna; embarrassed not only by her unorthodox use of Catholic 

imagery, but by her general sexuai audacity. Or their silence may imply that religious 

scholars are not immune from the traditional academic elitism which disparages anything 

so unabashedly and now integrally part of popular culture. Calling the absence of man y 

substantial ('athulle lesponses to Madonna a "curious cultural silence", James Hanigan of 

Duquesne LJl11verslty wnte-; in a personal letter that 

for sOllle reason a great silence about sexuality seems to have fallen on those who 
might be expelled to address sexuality from a normative perspective. No doubt 
religiolls leaders. chun:hes. parents. and teachers are at something of a loss as to 
what tn '\ay. (Hanigan !lJlJ1) 

On the other hand. Michael Warren recently proposed in a letter that this silence may be 

.lustified. 

There may be a good reason why religious people have not resr .)nded to 
Madonna: hecause they don't want to do more nay-saying and there is little of 
value in what she does. Myself, 1 prefer to leave Madonna to the secular writers 
who are doing a spiendid .lob of showing how shallow is her music and film. 
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(Warren 1992) 

Warren 's ambiguous opinions (on Madonna and popular culture in genera\) will he 

considered at greater length in the following pages. And 1 shaH have to put aside 

speculations about the ongins of this silence; but for now 1 would IIke to ~lIgg,est lhat 

allowing secular writers to do ail the critidsm of celebntles who cxcrt l'XII a(lrdinary 

cultural influence probably contributes to what Stout mlght cali the lat yngItIS of acadcmk 

theology.28 When it cornes to a woman whose fame and shct'I puhltc pOWl'1 illt' sn 

obviously indebted (though not redudble) to her lI:-'C of rl'llglOlis imagel y and Illoilis. 

theological silence may reinforce the perhaps already entrenchl'd (lopular Opll110n that 

one's religious. cultural and ideological affilIations are not ncces:-.arily linked. Stout 

asserts that even though public moral discourse has undergone a mal kcd proCl''IS of 

secularization, this 

does not mean that religious assumptions and categories play no cssl'ntial roll' 
either in what people actually say as partiCIpants in public (hscourse O/" in the 
moral deliberation of man y people in our society. (Stout 1 XX) 

As weil, Stout argues that if we want ta understand the cultural influence of the maJ0/" 

figures in our culture -- and like it or not. Madonna must be wnsidered amon!! their ranks 

-- "we had better develop the means for understanding the moral languagc'i. induding the 

211 In response to my 4ueries, John Pungente of the Jesuit Communication ProJcct, 
Antony Kosnik. Charles Curran, and James Hanigan were enthu~iastic about thl'> toric, 
respectively l:alling it "very interesting", "interesting", "a fa'icinatll1g ,>uhJl-:ct", "a 
significant contributIOn to the field" (Pungente; Kosnik~ Curran; Hamgan, personal Icltcrs} . 
None of them, however. has commented on thi'i phenornenon, nor kncw of anyonc cbe, 
besides Greeley, who had. 
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theological ones, in which they ... address us" (Stout 188). 

Before 1 categorize the various responses ta Madonna, 1 should comment on their 

soun.:es and authorship. 1 have received twa responses in the fonn of personalletters from 

Michael Warren and James Hamgan, American academic theologians. In addition to these 

pcr:-.onal re:-.ponse~ and a chapter from Andrew Greeley's God in Popular Culture, the 

other responses originate in the following periodicals: Christianity and Crisis, The 

Catholic New TImes, The Natiollal Catholic Reporter, L' Osservatore Romano, Cambio 

I{J, The Western Catlw!tc Reporter, America and the bulletin of Servizio InformazÎone 

Rl'Ii~i().\'{/. Ta concentrate my resean.:h base, ( shaH assess only those responses written 

by CatJlOlks in patently Catholie periodicals or texts. 29 

ln the summer of 1990. almast every article on Madonna in the North American 

press referred in passing to several clashes she had with Catholic.: officiais during the 

Italian leg of her Blonde Ambition tour. 'O Unfortunately, these references merely 

paraphrased the original Italian ~omments. Since the salient dimensions of the Italian 

dehade were widely publtclzed in the North Amerkan press, 1 consider this conflict 

l'devant to this thesJ:-'. As such. 1 have had several original (talian texts on the subject 

tfallslated so ( eun provide a dear picture of the initial reaetion. 

These SOUlI.:eS retleet a wirle urray of Catholic eommentary. In addition to the 

comments 1 have solicited From professional theologians. the above texts range from 

~9 Although Chrütiafllty and Crisis is a Christian. but not exclusively Catholic, 
periodical. the faet that the author is CatholÏl: justifies its inclusion in my research . 

III For example. sec Liam Laœy's Glohe mul Mail article "Bless Her Father for She 
has Clout". 
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popular lay Catholic to more academic journals to the official VatÎl:an newspaper to the 

newsletter of the official Italian Catholic news servll:e (SIR) 10 a text dl'voted t.'l\tirely to 

popular culture. This ensures that the dm:uments 1 consider arc lIlh~l\(kd to bl' Il'Ievant to 

a fairly broadly based and self-identified C'atholÎl: reading audience. 

1 can now tum my attention to the responses and ideal typcs thcy Icprcscl\t. 

Ideal Type A: Affirmative-Liberal 

Of the few affirmative Catholil.: responses to Madonna, thosl' of the incpll'sslhlt' 

American Catholic sociologist-theologian, Andrew Grccley, have bCl'n thc l1l0!-.\ widl'ly 

circulated. For his is the most sustained and fully artÎculated Opll110n on Madonna. 

Interestingly enough, the many Catholic moral theologmns 1 wrote who indÎl:aled Ihat they 

have no published or unpublished opinions on Madonna themselves al kasl knl'w that 

Andrew Greeley does. 

People familiar with Greeley's perspective on Cathohcislll and l'onlemporllly 

society3' may not be surprised by his approach to Madonna Greelcy a",:-,clb III (;()(IIII 

Popular Culture that "the CatholIc analoglcal imagination, preci ... c1y bccau'ic It 'iay'i 

'both/and' as opposed to the dialectical imagination which ... ay'i 'cithcr/or'" ( in'dey 1 t)XX, 

14), is bound to affirm aspects of papular culture other forIn'i of lI11aginatlOn 1llIght 

31 Especially indicative of Greeley's approach is his invel.:tivc directed at the chun.h ':-. 
"preferential option for the poor" (Cf. Greeley 1 ()XX, 17,74,140-1). Sec al ... o (ircgory 
Baum 's review of Greeley's The New Al:cnda. 10 whi(,;h Baum ob'icrvc ... that "lhinkcrs of 
the Catholic Left would probably argue that Andrew Greeley doc ... not pay ... lItfïclcnt 
attention to the cultural and palitkal crisis in which the world flllch !tsclf' Œaull1 1 <)7'5, 

17H). 
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dismiss. 

Through Greeley's application of the analogical Catholic paradigm 10 Madonna, 

she emerge~ as the con~ummate example of the modern Catholic feminist who embodies 

"the feminism of havmg it both ways" (Greeley 1988, 160). By "both ways", Greeley 

rcvcah hl" ev,ential prc<;uppo~ition that the desire "to be both siren and virgin" is 

characterl~tÎL ot ail modern wnmen This sheds sorne light on his assertion that "Madonna 

is the perleet tc:-.t ea:-.e tor whether ICatholies) really aecept the analogical imagination", 

For Gredey L()l1tel1d~ that '\he is one of our own who is preaching effectively a 

componcnt of Ithe Cathohcl traditIOn of which we are afraid -- the sacrementality [sic] 

of humall ClOtlCISm" (Greeley lYXX, log). 

To Greeley, Madonna represents a powerful reminder of a central aspect of the 

Catholic tradItion -- the unit y of womanly eroticism -- which was lost or subverted 

somcwhere in it~ long history. The incommensurable clash between women's elemental 

wish to be both vil gins lllJd sirens "imultalleously causes a tremendous crisis for modern 

women (Gredey \lJX9, ..J..JX). Accordll1g to Greeley, many Catholic wornen labour under 

the \vcight of an lInnatural bifun.:atlon championed by both conservative Catholicism and 

mainsUeam seclilal souety. 1~ Ta the extent that Madonna reJects su<.;h a "guilty" and 

1! Greeley l'Oll1ll1el1t~ that "guilt is the central theme of contemporary Catholkism", 
largdy hecuuse thls lh".IUI1CtlOn of womanly eroticism usually results in frustration on the 
part of women a~plll!1g to embody one or the other extreme, or sorne degree of failure 
and shame fot the maJonty of women whose aspirations are not so polarized (Greeley 
\9XX. 163). 

Howevel, ml,~lI1g tWill Greeley', analysls i" an analysis of the social construction 
of the desill' to Iw "both vlrgll1 Jnd silen". The categories of virgin and sÎlen found in 
'l'l'lIlar ,1Ild rl'llglOu'I thought Jre categories which determine women entirely in terms of 
their pa~t 01 po,slble ,exual relauonships wlth men, and not in terms of themselve'i or 
otht'I \\ 011lt'11 Thi:-. may ,ht'd ~oll1e light on the curious and 3ppealing ~tigma attached to 
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(dialectically) corrupting influence on Catholidsm in favour of a ~elebration nf thl' 

sacramentality and (analogical) unit y of human -- espedally female -- eroticislll. slll' 

"sings like a Catholic" (Greeley ll)Xl), 44X). 

But what, one uught ask. does Greeley have 10 -;ay about Ihl' fl':Hures 01 

Madonna's craft which seem so regularly to lm laIe Calholil..'s and PI ()1l'"laIlI~ altke" Wha! 

about her lingerie, her use of Catholic images and motll .... In her "Ia!!l' "ho\\'\ .md VUkll\. 

the rosaries and crucifixes dangling between her barely-c1ad h1t:-a~t\'! "Tho\l' who 1 inll tlll~ 

dimension of her show offensive", Greeley rephl'~. "mllst h11ldet 1111 tln'Y Wl\h 10 \l'ill!..ll 

for an underlying mes~age that might be graœful" lU\eelcy IlJXX. 1()2. l'l\\pha\l~ "ddt'd) 

He laments that "the paraphernalia of Ihe Madonna per-;ona ha\ hlllHkd !CatholiL and 

secular critics] to the message behind the mask" (Gledey IlJXX. l(lX). 

In a reversaI of Marshall McLuhan's famall~ aXlOm. (ireelcy propose\ Ihal. al ka sI 

in this case, one must disregard Ihe medium a" mueh lI\ p<~\~\hll' 10 \l'l' tht' Illl':-.~agl' 

dearly. One is presumably empowered ta bradel Ihe\e powntl,tlly ohJl'L\ltlllahll' a\peel" 

of Madonna's work by what Greeley extol" a ... the Lapaelly of Ihl' "Idll'dlve I/ltelleeli toi 

operate in 'background mode' while enJoymcnl1\ taking pJaLl~" ((irecky JI)XX. 2<J3) 

ln an article written for the Natiol/al CatllOlic /(eporl(Jr, John BOl'lI1er l'dlOe~ 

aspects of Greeley's approach. He wnte\ that 

the singer Madonna ha~, like other artl\t ... throughout hl\tory, olfcrcd ncw 
interpretations of Madonna 1 Mary 1 and God. The-;e new VICW ... don', \uhu all f rOIll 

previous one .... but 1I1~tead add to them, Lreat/llg more aeee"'l hd .ty (0 (iorl by 
redefining image~ and \ymbols ln .1 manner that ha ... rdevance 10 our eurrcnt 
society. (Boerner }l)Xl)) 

Madonna, who refuses to dwell too long at enher pole. 



• 

33 

COllnselling Catholics to "give Madonna a second lîsten" (Boerner 19Xt)), Boemer's 

approach betray:-. a confes:-.ional agenda. Although hîs Iiterary demeanour seems rather 

immature, l'ven pretclltiou') at time:-., and in this aspect dîffers from Greeley's fairly 

-;oplmticated approach, nonetheles:-., the symmetry between his response and Greeley's 

is cvidcnced hy hl ... whole-hearted affirmation of Madonna ':-. added interpretation of 

Maclollna 1 Ma ry 1 and God The notion that Madonna' s additional theological 

"lIltcrprl'tatlon" ame/lOrate:-. the acce:-.sibility to God is central ta Boerner's thesis that her 

Impact 1-; overwheltlllngly po ... itive. 

1 cali thl ... approach "affirmative" because it focuses strictly on the positive aspects 

of Mudonna'') Lraft. fn fact, Greeley reduc{.s the main stream (condemnatory) Catholic 

critique of Mac!ol1lla to the con:-.equence of prudish predilipositions toward sexuality in 

popllim culture. Commenting on Madonna ':-. controversial "Like a Prayer" video, Greeley 

cOIl\.:lude ... that "only the prurient and ... ick ... lwithl their...twisted sexual hangups" would 

consider this tcx! obJcctlonable (Greeley ILJX9, 44X). 

Since ncither Greeley nor Boerner makes any explicit attempt to situate their 

rcsponses III the cOlltext of offiCiai Catholic sexual ethks, one has to extrapolate such a 

-;Jtuallon from the pre ... uppo ... lt!on... apparent in their texts. This Catholie affirmative 

,lpplOach doc ... Ilot, a ... one 111Irht cxpect. ahgn it~elf with the permîssiveness of secular 

L'U ItUl t'. It ~tIlI \\ Of k ... WIthm the Catholtc moral spectrum illustrated in the first chapter. 

Morcover, It would appl'ar that the cnties of this ideal type tend to favour the position 
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articulated most fully by Philip Sherrard and Charles Curran. H Thm is ta say. they rely 

on the growing sensibility within modern C'atholicism that the physicahsm whidl 

characterizes traditional Catholicism is based on an \I1~ufficiently lluanCl'd \ I .. Hln nf hoth 

human sexuality and human nature. The growing anti-phy..;kalist ~en~ihility 1";. 1 ~lJspect. 

the subtext to Greeley's disdain for Madonna's "prurient", ''.,Ick'' and "t\\I~tl'd" Clllll's. 

As far as the ideological implication..; of thls ideal Iype al'l' l'ol1ll'nll'd. IIIIS 

approach bears a striking resemblance tel Nisbet's "hberal" category. By libcla\' 1 Il1l'an 

an approach to popular culture which celebrates il as part ot the positIve mosall' of our 

culture without examining its alienating patential or it" \egltlmatlllg toIt, III 11ll' Pll"V Hlin!! 

social structure. Insofar as Greeley and Boemer aceept Madonna' -; WOI k a:-. IS, and insolaI' 

as they oppose -- in Greeley's case, categorically -- or neglect ncgatlvc ()J l-Iltlcalll'adlllgs 

of her work, the y tacitly condone the ambiguous politieal and ClOllOll1lC Implications of 

her work. After ail, what else is meant by the encouragement to l'n,oy Madonna with 

one's critical faculties operating "in background mode",! 

The relation of Madonna· ... work to the negative a~pccts ot North Amellcan cultllll' 

is left unexplored in part beeause liberals tend not to heIieve th al OUf ullture i:-. 

fundamentally tlawed. Moreover, Catholic liberals are eOl1ccrncd mainly wllh llIakllll! 

popular culture palatable to modern Catholic..;, and the rCVI';ed (Vatican 1/) tl'net.; of 

modern Catholicism palatable to those sel:ularized (or di"iaftccted) Catholiv, already 

enamoured by papular culture . 

33 See Andrew Greeley's Sexuallntimacy for a Curranesque discussion of :-.cxuality, 
embellished ~amewhat by Greeley"'i folhy pastoral evaluatlon of modern ,>cxualJty. 
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This mediation agenda is dearly iIJustrated by Greeley and Boerner. who exhort 

modern Catholks to "give Madonna a second listen". Such a second listen should 

persuade devout Catholit:s that far from epitomizing the profane and anti-Catholic 

dimension of popular culture, Madonna as it were resurrects the essentially Catholic value 

of the sacramcntality of erotic energy (Greeley 19X8, 164) and improves one's 

accc!'><;lbihty to (,od (Boerner !lJXlJ). This liberal-affirmative embrace of Madonna should 

also persuade her "lap<;ed" Catholic fans that modern Catholicism can accommodate their 

plcvlollsly chsparaged patronage of popular culture. 

Ideal Type B: Condemnatory-Conservative 

The second ideal type approximates what man y consider a " ypically Catholic" 

approach to Madollna. ft œrtaillly represents the most common variety of Catholic 

response 1 have found in reœnt Catholic literature. It IS characterized by what Michael 

Warren calls the "nay-saying" of Catholk writers who focus strictly on the negative 

aspects of Madonna \., work (Warren !lJlJ2). 

The t ir-;t responsc wmes in the form of an innovative advertising campalgn 

lallllchcd hy il MII1Ilt'sota group called "The Chun.:h Ad Projed'.34 The group promotes 

newspaper adwltJscmcnts which. as the headline puts it, "help [the] chun.:h appeal ta th", 

mas:-.t's". One ot thclr ads features a reproductIon of a sixteenth œntury Raphael painting 

of Mary and Je:-.us. above which is written: "Introduce your children ta the original 

'4 An article on this cumpaign was featured in a recent edition of the Western 
Cmllo/i/' Rl'IJortl'r (Catholic News Service 1). AlI references to this campaign refer to this 
artidt'. 
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Madonna". Below the painting is an explanation for the advertisement. 1t reads: "Do you 

want your children to grow up thinking that MJdonna was nothing more th,1I1 a Matenal 

Girr! This Sunday introduce your chiIdren to the original. And the 11111 al' Il' of kSlis 

Christ". 

There are several IIlteresting dimensions to this advertisement. Fust, Ih Iderl'IlCl's 

to the celebrity Madonna presuppose a familianty with Madonna 's pnpular slalus. 'l'Ill' 

reference to her as "the Material Girl", and a ptctender to the tit\c of Madollna, l'Vldelln' 

both that the reader lS expected to have seen, or heard about hel "Malt.'J1al (.ill" Video 01 

song, and that the reader is expected to he aware -- or he macle awall' -- 01 thl' "\Ihtextual 

religious allusions to the original Madonna in the name and/OI WOI k 01 the cdch'-II y 

Madonna. Secondly, the equation of Madonn:' with one ot her charaLtel Il ail'. 111 "Malellal 

Girl" illustrates a common misreading of this Video. While onc ot Madonna'" charm:tcrs 

plays Marilyn Monroe's role in "Diamonds are a Girl'" Bcst Frtend", thi~ video i ... lllorC 

complex than simple mimlCry. Although 1 cannot indulge III a full exploration of Ihis 

text,'5 suffice it to :-.ay that the Madonna-Monroe chatactcr H
• 1 ...... hown hl'1II1! cOllrtccl 

by several men, ail of whom offer ber extravagant glfh; howcver, III the end ,hc 

(Madonna, playing an actres~ playlllg Monroe) runs away wHh the man who ollers hel 

a simple bouquet of daisies. This simplistic equation ot Madonna with a "'lI1gk a ... pcct of 

Monroe's personality exemplifies a common but errol1euu~ IIltcrprctatlOl1 of llll<.; vldco. 

35 See John Fiske, pp. 95-132; ur E. Ann Kaplan, pp. 1 1 (,-12(, . 

l6 The implication is that Madonna is expressing her own thoughts through this ot'f­
stage character. 
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The third and re/ateel -- and perhaps most significant -- dimension of the ad is found in 

the question: "Do you want your children to grow up thinking that Madonna was nothillg 

more than a Matenal GIrl'!" lemphasis addedl Even if one ignores the misrcading of 

Madonna 's c1car and unamblguous matenalism, the reduction of Madonna to "nothing 

more than a Material Girl" seem ... to place this advertisement firmly in the conservative-

condemnatory Ideal type. For such a reduction c1early denies alternative -- perhaps more 

accurate and non-matcnali~tlc -- interpretatlon~ of her work.37 Rob Dalton, the dirfX,'tor 

of the Chull.:h Ad Prolcct ... taled: "RehglOn ~hould be speaking about contemporary issues 

and it ncecb to ~tay current wnh the trends in the lives of people". By now such an 

observation IS almo~t self-evident, but the crucial issue is the use to which religions will 

pullhis famIli,mty with current trends. If the implicit message of a given response seems 

la be -- as 1 think it i-; 111 this case -- that religions need to learn about these trends in 

order ln thwart them. rather th an to appreclUte critically their function in society and 

people~' 1 ives, such a re~ponse fits neatly into the conservative-condemnatory ideal type. 

The -;ccond example of this type comes From a 1 ~l) 1 issue of the Toronto-based 

('at/wlie' New Time,\'. lX The author, Andrew Cash, writes that his main interest is how 

by restrictlllg hel work mall1ly to provœative issues of power and sexuality, in two years 

Madonna "has gone from being Just another pop poseuse doing the same old sex for 

11 Lisa Lewl.., wntes that references to the dassical Madonna made famous by 
Raphael' s pallltlllgs frame "popular culture in an oppositional relation ta the normative 
... tandard of high art and high culture -- a classic ideological scheme to devalue popular 
culture" (Lewl-; 2(1). 

lS Ail subsequent references to this article refer to page 6 of The Catholic New Times 
nI' 23 .1 une \l)l) 1. 
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stardom routine to being taken seriously as a progressive activist and critic". Cash 

contends that while no one would ever have taken a member of the PaItridgl' Falllily or 

John Travolta very seriously as "a cultural icon or sage", many cri tirs have bl'stOWl'd this 

cultural honour on Madonna. W 

Although he appears to be aware of the ~ecular debate raglllg ovel Madotlna 's 

"sage" status, in the end, Cash condudes that Madonna's wOlk IS 111t:'It'ly ".1 pl'l'p show 

for a culture of voyeurs -- a sm:iety which wants only to skim the Slll face 01 Oltl l1l'i ngs" 

As in the previous response, Cash (incorrectly) points out that "a~ one nt Madllllna's cally 

hits will tell you she is a 'Material Gir!''' -tu ln essence, Cash al glll'~ that the Itl'l'dom 

Madonna represents is nothing "but a bizarre display of IIldl'ntulcd labolll whl'Il' olle IS 

on1y free to be a slave". To the cornrnon theory that Madonna IS "pushlllg the houndarics 

of what's aœeptable in terms of sexual expre:-,slOn" Ca:-.h adds that sltl' IS "actually 

entrenching and affirming what is the status 4uo". Finding nOlhing ot value 1/1 Madollna's 

work, he den ounces it as an illustratIon of our culture "groplllg al anylhlllg (0 Icgililllll'e 

its own importance". 

Another response cornes in a reply to a 4uery 1 :-.cnt Michael Warren Warren''i 

comments on Madonna are rather puzzling. For he seerns to belong lo holh (hl ... and the 

third ide al type (radical-critical). On the one hand, hi:-. Communicatiol/.\ (/1/(/ ('ullillal 

39 Cash overlooks the iconie status of Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, and the Beatlt~ ... , ail of 
whom were produdng their generation' s popular music. 

40 Either Ca~h has not seen her Video (whlch 1 ... unhkely, glvcn ih wlde clrculatIOIJ), 
or he fallaclOusly presupposes that a ~ong'~ Iyric~ nece<;~arily dc:-,cflbc It:-. "'Ingcr''i 
personality. 
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Allaly.'ii.'i: A Reli~i()u.'i View, is replete with balanced analyses of popular culture and 

critk:al statemenh ~uch as the one 1 called in the first chapter an axiom of cultural 

critit:ism: "Senou" critIque reqUlres nuanced Judgement of madequacies and stupidities as 

weil a ... apprecJation of excellence" (Warren 19Y l, H3). On the other hand, his commentary 

on Maclonna focu:-.e" exclu:-'Ively on her stupidities and inadequacies. In faet, as 1 

mcntioncd, he mamtain:-. that Catholics are wise simply ta refrain from addressing 

Madonna becausc :-.ecular writers "are doing a splendid Job of showing how shallow is 

her music and IlIm" <Warren 1 YlJ2). Warren wnte~ III a reecnt letter that Wlth regard to 

a IcliglOUS perspective on popular culture, "much needs to be done -- not along the lines 

of condemnll1g but along those of analysls" (Warren 19(2). However, his commentary on 

Madonna i ... curiously one-sided and condemnatory, deferring such analysis to secular 

writers. Where I~ hls "apprecJatlOn of excellence" when it comes ta Madonna,!41 

Because his l'valuation lack ...... uch an appreciation, it is difficult not to place it in the 

\:ondemnatory c.ltcgory. 

A wonl ot l\lutiun IS in order. The responses 1 have collected do not eac.:h admit 

of a simple categOl izatlon wlthin the Catholic tradition of sexual ethks. On the plaœ of 

Michael Wanl'n's comll1ents WIthll1 Ihls ... pectrum it is penlous to speculate, since he 

SCt'IllS to straddk two qLl1te different perspectIve .... Andrew Cash, tao, is difficult to situate 

sincc his apprnach does Ilot betray 11Is loyaltle~ to a particular ethical position. 

Howt'ver, the 1110st ,tralghtforward ex amples of this ide al type come in the form 

0\1 He <Inalyœs a video by Rod Stewart which lacks any religious subtext (Warren 
1 t)l) 1, 170-6). The reasol1 he considers Stewart and not Madonna a suitable subject for a 
religious response lema1l1S undear. 
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of several commentaries which appeared in a variety of official Italian ('alholil' soun:es, 

Commenting on her scheduled Roman concert nI' July 1l)l)O, the oftïl:ial VatIcan 

newspaper, L'Ossermtore Romano ca lied her show "'illlful" (1'hOI11.I'SOI1 7) A fnv wed.s 

later, the newspaper criticized haly's statl' Ielevisalll IlctwOIk 101' blOadl aSllllg one 01 

Madonna's recent concerts which it said "vlOlatcd good 'ien~e, good la'ill', and dt'lcncy" 

(L'Osservatore Romano fi), An editonal pubilshed ln Ihe Sen't::w In(o/IJur:,wf/(' RdtglO.'i(/. 

the official Cathohc news bulletin, dUlmed Madonna' s WOI kwas ni pOOl 'iuh~tance, 

exceeded the limits of taste and offended general moral sell~lbllllll'~ (Sil< 4 .Iuly Il)l)()) 

Although the headhnes of Italian newspapers featured lI1œndlal y Iltk, ,ud, as 

"Madonna on Bishops' Black List", "Madonna Not Even WOIthy of 1 kil", "MadolJlla 11ll' 

Heretic", and "Bishops Ex<.:ommunicate Madonna", JOlJlnah~t Tullio MdII alguc, Ihat the 

offkial Catholic reaction wa" more muted than the~e headlil1c:-, suggesl. MdII lOl1lends 

that the official response to Madonna belruyed "no :-.pmt of lfllSa(k, 110 '>l'alch fOI 

censorship .. , simply a placid death sentence lor IIlslllting good ta~lc" M,lIll'1a Taglia/cfll 

maintains that the church adopted su<.:h a 'iubdllcd ottillal PO,>1I1011 10 avold glvlllg 

Madonna any "undeserved plIbli(;ity" (SIR Il JlIly jI)l){), 

However, Mactonna'" Italian tour evokcct the ll1o,>t ~cathlllg LU'itiga\HJIl'> h(J1ll (lther 

less prominent Italian den<.:s, Dcsplte the relatlvely Illodcrate lone 01 the of tillai ('al/lolle 

response to Madonna, ~everal Italian bl,>hop-.. denounLc<l hcr a,> "bla-..phcllloll'>, palllll, poell 

and lacking in musicianshlp", Warnlllg that "one mu,>t not IllIX the "aucc! .1Ile! tht' 

profane", Virgilio LeVI, a repre'ientative of the Public Relation,> Olficc of the Curacy of 

Rome, declared that Madonna's ~how demon:-,trated "vulgarity wllhnut Ilmn..,". Frnally, 
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Father Giuseppe Lepare, a priest from Madonna''i parents' home town, protested that "she 

i~ evil. a woman who radiates !.in. She is an infidel and a blasphemer" (Alcazar 141). 

The halJan rc!.porl!.C!. typify the conservative-condemnatory ideal type. The Italian 

derics' uncqUlvocal ,mcl uncxplaincd notions of sin, sensibility, decency and taste reflect 

thelr prc:-,uppo\lt!on lha! tJtCSC Lategoflcs do not reqUlre any qualifIcation. White most 

contcmpOlary Catholb. will under:-.tand the conservative moral subtext of these terms, it 

1<; qUJll' undear whcther <;uLh words are adequate tools for addressir.~ the contemporary 

phenomcnon that Madonna per<;onIfies.-t2 For no attempt is made to consider the 

potcntial unlquene:-.s or ambigulty of I..Üntemporary popular culture, Ilor ta address the 

wldely hcld op 111 IOn lhat denotatlons of decency and taste are locally determined by 

dynamÎl: hl stoncal facto! s, and thus vary from culture ta culture and decade to decade. 

Although Tlwh or Dare. the documentary of her 1 <)1)0 tour, indÎl:ates that 

Madonna wa~ extremely "haken by the vltriolic reaction of the Italian c1erics, her reply 

to thcse accu'Iation:-. :-'pOKl' volume'l abOlit her awarene~s of the Issue,> at hand. 

1 am awall' that the Vatican and other Catholic LOmmul1lties are accusing my 
show of '>lI1fulncss and blasphemy. If they are sa sure that 1 am a smner, let those 
who are wlthOlit Slll ca<;t the flrst stone. (Thomasson 1 <)<)() 

The thcologlCal ~LJbtcxt of Madonna's response affinn<; Jeffrey Stout's suggestion that one 

needs to be able (no! to mention willing) ta understand the theologH.:al and moral 

languages 111 whil"h -- in tlus case popular -- cultural icons like Madonna sometimes 

42 ltalÎ'ln ,>oclOlogist Gabriella Turnaturi comments on the Italian scandai that "it 
seems like we're back in the 50's when the prevailing culture and religion ... [imposed] 
thei!' 0\\ Il \'1:-'1011 of le.llity" on the general publil: (SIR Il July (1)90). 
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address us:B 

The relation of this ideal type to Catholic sexual ethies is Illuch t'asier 10 disl't'm 

than the fIfst type, AlI of the examples of this type (exdudlllg Walfl'Il and C.1'ih's 

responses) rely on a view of human sexuality and contl'J11por:u y l Ultlll l' wllteh 

presupposes clear boundaries between the ~inflll and the chastl', Ihl' \:llICt! ,1I1d the 

profane, the decent and the Indecent, the vu!gar and the rdlllt'd. Thl' ll',l' ut Il'lIl1'i \lIch 

as blasphemous, tasteless, evil and sinful to describe Madonlla' s 11101 al Il :1I1'igll''i'iIOIlS --

associated mainly with her prodlvity towards combll1l1lg ('athohe Icoll0!1laphy \Vith Ilbald 

hyper-eroticism -- suggests this type' s affinity to the traditlOnal "phy~lcaltsl" dll1ll'llsillll 

of Catholic sexual ethics, 

The ideological implications of this ideal type must be cnl1sidclcd "Col1sclvatÎvc". 

That is to say, this approach to sexual J111agery În populUl culture (ltsrcg:ud'i potl'ntlally 

positive aspects of popular culture, "preferring to groan long and loud fOI Ihe 

reinstatement of some vague code of yore" (Warren IlJ91. X3). SOIllC propolJl'nl,> of thi~ 

ideal type -- in this case. Warren and Cash -- do ask pen.:cptlvl' qUl'\lIoll'-o ahout how 

Madonnu's "fame came about, how it was lfafted, manuf;ILtured, handll''' landl 

massaged" (Warren 1 ~)t)2). But their anal yS!'> lach a LOI1'>Hkl allon of Iht' pO'>lllvc 

values44 perhaps only implicitly present in Madonna 's work -- ,>ollle of wl1lLh Wl'rc 

43 This does not mean that Madonna is a part time theologian or moral phJlo,>ophcr, 
but simply that ~he (or her pres~ agent) is -;ensitive to the ..,till influentlal Catholic 'iUbtcXl 
in North American culture . 

44 Most of these "positive aspects" are examined by the 'iecular writcr,> to he 
considered in the third chapter. 
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artic.:ulated earlier by Greeley and Boerner. Despite Warren's demonstrated sympathy for 

and sophisticated insight mto popular t:ulture, he states f1atly that "there is little of value 

in what 1 MadonnaJ doe~". Ca~h silmlarly t:out:hes his finn condemnatory conclusions in 

the rhetoril.: of \OClologH.:al argumentation. 

The c.:omervative tendency to c.:onsider al! things modem by definition inferior to 

ail things pre-modern, or at least mherently suspec.:t of being SO,45 may explain why the 

most sophisticated eommentators (Warren and Cash) lack a more nuanced approach. The 

conspleuous plesenœ of academH': diseourse ~hould not obscure the fundamental exclusion 

of moral ambiguity, the dearest indic.:ation of the conservative-condemnatory nature of 

a response. 1 suspet:t that Madonna aggravates so many conservative critics bec.:ause she 

personifies archetypically modern, urban and individualistk characteristics many 

conservatives exeerate. Bemoaning popular culture as modem society's 1110st insipid 

manifestation, eonservatlves mount a vilulent attack on its very foundations -- normally 

through the public t:ensure of popular culture ieons like Madonna -- without carefully 

IIlvestigating us social functlons, graœful content (Greeley), ambiguous implications or 

powerful potenual. 

4~ See Nisbet's explanation of the conservative tradition/ ideal type (Nisbet 12-16). 
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Ideal Type C: Radical-Critical 

The "radical~critical" ideal type may be characterized as an approal'h to popular 

culture whkh brings ta the fore bath ilS positive and negatlve aspects lt is hest 

exemplified by a 11.)1} 1 article written by Kathleen Talvacchm and publistll'd in 

Christianity and Crisis. The article takes the forl11 of a review ot Madolllla 's rl'cellt 

documentary film Trwh or Dare, but does not lill11t it:-. comlllelltaly III Ihe 111111. 

Talvacchia 's main interest is the relation betwl'ell the politil al ,Iancl' Madonna 

takes in her inversion ofconventional gender :-.lelcolypc:-. and Madonna', livet! l':\pt'IIClllT. 

To iLlustrate "gender bending that challe liges passive female reality", Talvall .. hl.1 pOlllts 

to Madonna's "Express Yourself' video III which ... he wears li III a Il .... PIIl-,tll!ll'd SlIlt the 

chest and crotch of which have been l'lit out to reveal pink satin IlIlgclll' (Talvlll'l1l1a 232). 

This androgenous look is completed by garter belts hanging over the walst of her panls 

and the stereotypically male gesture~ which pUllctuate thc :-.ong':-. Illl'S<;llge ahout the 

importance of free sexual expression.ol
t> 

On the one hand, Talvacchia observes that Madonna\ wnrk makes the point that 

"sexual power can be the realm of women also" (Talvacchla 2:n). On the other hand, she 

l'ontends that Madonna's gender-bending implJc'i "that to he hberated ail a w(JlI1an necd 

do is act 'like a man'" (Talvacchia 233) A ... weil, Talvacchl:l Oh"l'Ive" a certalll 

incongruity between Madonna ' .... radical ~tance on gender l " ... ue ... and ber pel "onal ... al et Y . 

Madonna's efforts ta play with reality 'iO a ... to expand and thelehy trall"lorm JI 

serve as usefu) ~odal critique of a rigHI sy~tem. Howcvcr, the Critique 1'> hlullled 

46 Practlcally any of her videos would exemplify the phenomenon Talvacchia 
describes, 
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by the 'iafety ln whil:h she can poke and prod entrenched systems of gender 
oppre,>sion. (TalvaœhlU 232) 

By observmg that "the con:-.equences of 'acting Iike a man' would be greatly changed if 

... he were a le'ibmn" (Talvacdlla 233), Talvacchia elucldates the contradiction between 

Madonna ':-. puhllc per ... ona and her daily life. AIthough :-.he markets herself as a champion 

of the marglllallzed;" and her me~sage as a confrontation with main stream -- especially 

Catholic -- sexllal m()re~, Talvacchia contends that "weaIth, fa me , heterosexuality, and 

whitcncss slllcld Madonna from the threats margmalization brings" (Talvacchia 234). 

Sinœ Talval-chia' s pOSltlOII .ffirms the validity of gender-bending, and dearly 

sympathizes wnh hOlllosexuals' quest for role models and deliveranl:e from their 

oppression, IX on the ~pectrum of Catholic sexual ethics her response should be located 

as far away as possible from the officmlly sanctioned position articulated by Lawler, 

Boyle and May. Thu", "he wlltes from a position somewhat more liberal or "progressive" 

than Churle'i ( 'llrran' .... 

-,'alvan:llIa'~ aItlcle is critical in that, on the one hand, it seriously considers 

Madonna 's political (gender) agenda and sympathetically analyzes what attracts people 

to her wnrk; and on the other hand, It criticizes the absence of a "social analysis of the 

pau iarchal structure that neates ngid gender roles and behaviour". Talvacchia argues that 

while Madlll1na dm'., Lhallenge the '\valls of gender oppreSSIOn", she appears not to see 

41 The third chapter "hall darify that her fans among the "marginalized" are mainly 
tee nage girls: but many hOlllosexual men have also adopted her as a heroine. 

IS St't' the other haIt' of her revlew which evaluates a documentary film about New 
YMk'~ hnmo't'\.ual bal :-'L't'l1e ~Talvacchia 233·34). 



• 

• 

the patriarchal construction of these wulls (Talvacchia DJ). T.llvacchia l'lHltends tagainst 

Greeley's unification thesis) that by employing -- and profiting fWIll -- the tr.lduional 

categories of good girl/bad girl, Madonna does nothing to dc\tabllt7l' 01 ch,lIil'nge. ,\Ild 

in fact implicitly sanctions. this fundamental dlchotoJl1y. 

Similar1y, the aspects of Talvu!:chla \ approach whtch are ideologllally ladil'al 

from Nisbet's perspective include pnmarily her LOnCertl with the l'COnOtllll I~qlt'~ 

involved in Madonna's stardom. By economic I:-.:-.ues. 1 wlsh to Imply 11ll' hloat!e:-.t 

definition of this term to indude Talvacchla' s rdlecllon on the l'nU l'nLill'd pi llhklll\ 01 

soci.ll marginalization and systemic eCOnOll1lC IIlcl)uality 111 Nm th AnWrtl ,\1\ ~oclety 

(Talvacchia 234). Her consIderation of gender polrUc~ wlthlll Ihe largcl l'onle;.,.t 01 the 

North American sodal structure also retlects her radIcal sympathIes. Thal ~he bcgIlls her 

interpretation of Madonna by noting that libcratlon thcology ha~ tallght LI" "Ihat a pClson 's 

location within a power structure affects how that person II1tl·rpll'l\ \Vhat 1\ Il'al ". 1:-' the 

final confirmation of her position on Nlsbet's ideologÎl.al \pel'u'ul11 1'1 

49 lmmediately following Talvacchia's article, Mark Hul\cther pral\C\ Mac!o/lllu'\ 
"Like a Prayer" video. He write-;: "This video i-; one of the mo:-.t powertul \tatelllenl\ (Jf 
the basit: themes of hberation theologie\ 1 have :-.ecn 111 the matn\lIeilll1 IlWdla Il .. 
emphasizes Jesus's human solidarity or Identlty wlth vlctlrn\ (Jf OpprC\\IO/l, place\ Ihl' 
cross in the context of :-.ociopolitlcal \truggle and per\CcUlIon and pre\cnt\ Ihe l.hun .. h a\ 
a place of collective empowerrnent .. 1 and 1 \tre\.,c\ thc IInporlanu' (Jf Ihl' l'I (JIll fOI 
conceptuahzing faith" (Hul-;ether 234-()). He al\o oLJtlmc\ thc Video '\ 1IIIIIIallOII\ 
Although his analy..,is IS relevant enough to my re..,earch to mcnt Il'> InLlu.,I()1l III Ilm Ilote, 
unfortunately for my thesl~, Mr. Hul\cther 1\ a Prote"tant. 
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Conclusion 

ln the fir~t ~hapter 1 out/ined the growing movement among many Catholic 

the%gian~ awuy from the phy<'lca/J<,t tendencie .. IiO deeply entrenched in Catholic sexual 

ethIC",<' and toward the <,o-culled fundamentaI option approa<..:h. One liuspects that despite 

thclr demon'Itrated dllference .... mo"t of the Lommentator~ 1 have con'iidered (with the 

noted ex~eptlOn<, of the ha/ian c/eriL") would find thi" liberahzation amenable to their 

approache" hOl1Jcally, wlllie lTIally of the critics ~urveyed JO this çhapter are forging a 

new path for Cat/lOliL ... exual ethlc ... , Madonna continue~ to capitalize on the lingering pre-

Vatican Il attltude~ toward ... ovcrt ,>exuality Whlch perslst among CmholIcs. And yet, while 

"he profit" from the,>e mgraJJ1ed (~OlTIetlme ... even socially subterranean) physicalist values, 

.. he challenge ... and defl{le~ them. 

Il 1'> 1I1lhkcly that one cou/d find two responses ta Madonna which differ as much 

as Andrew Cilcelt'y· ... and Virgilio Levi'~. For responses which were both written byand 

for Catholic .... the religIOu~ and ideo!ogical distance between these two re"pon'ies could 

not hl' glcater l'hl' l kal\.~'i! explanatloll appear .. ta be that the wide Ideologlcal and ethkal 

... pl'clI un 1 Il'pl e ... ellted by the .. e rt"pOI ,"'I~S to Madonna retlects preLÏsely the same 

theologlc.ll. Idelllllga.al and moral dlver~lty \Vahin the pre<,ent Cathohc world.'1l One may 

lonL"ludl' that the ... allle degree ot (üver ... lty wIth regard to Catholic sexual ethics which 

wa ... t'vHknl'l'd III the til,>t cha~Her a/ .. o eXI~t~ III the realm of Cathohl' perspectives on the 

'il.'\ua/ content nt populal )'l'uth culture (as embodied by Madonna) . 

~tl Howt"wr. the fa~:t that there were only three responses that were not conservative­
L'ondt'l1lnatory ... l'l'm" tn lIldlcate the prcvalling mood in modern Catholicism. 
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This symmetry may be easily explicated. since thc sexual dimt'nslOtl of youth 

culture appears to be the main source of aggravation for t1lllst' ('JthOl!lS who espoust." the 

conservative- condemnatory worldview. ~I For them a lesponse to populal L'Ultlllt' -- and 

especially Madonna as a representative thereof -- is a cie (l/('(o respnnsL' to the IIlsidiollS 

dimensions of modem sexuality, so one expects a certalll re~emblalH.e l1l'twL'etl tJlcil 

ethical positions on popuJar culture and modern sexuahty in genera\. 

But there IS no trace of dogmatism III euher Michael Warren's or Andrew Cash's 

responses. Nor do theu response~ appear to repre~cnt any \peLltïL' pll:-.lllOn \VIth IL':-'pl'l'I 

to Catholic sexual morality; so one must acknowlcdge dlvcrsity l'wn withlll Ihl' thll'l' 

ideal types. In fact, the similanty among the conscrvative rcspollSC\ -- that Ihey !Ol.:lI:-' 

strictly on the negative a~pects of Madonna's work -- should not distJact 0I1l' hom thell 

substantial difference~, especIally 111 tenm of the types of mOlal dl\COllr:-.e and the degll'l' 

of cultural sensItivity they exhibit. The same degree of (hf fell'Ill'e Imghl al ... o he 

demonstrated between Greeley'~ and Boerner'~ responses. 

It should be obviou~ by now that the re ... ponses made hy the vallOll:-. LtlllllllcntatOl ~ 

suggest a substantiat degree of mternal dIalogue within the Catholic world. For example, 

Greeley's respon~e c1early reacts agam ... t what he \ec'i a~ o\\lflcd ('atholll d()Llrine with 

regard to ~exuality, epitomized by the ftalran re"'poll\e ... tn Madolllla 'l'hl' ItaIJan ... , Olll' 

would suspect, are in turn reacting agatn'it the North Amencan pelllll\\IVl' IJherall\rn of 

which Greeley and perhaps Madonna are proponent'i. The radlLul PO\JtIO/J III the ddntte 

51 However, conœrn about the increasing prommence of overt \exualJty ln the popular 
youth media is shared by critH,;~ from ail ideological and relJgIOll\ tradltio/J'" 
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reacts against both positions, seeing in them the hermeneutical myopia which mitigates 

against relevant analyses of ambiguous socio-religious phenomena. 

Throughout thi.., chapter 1 have endeavoured to make sorne critical comments about 

the three ideal types 1 have devised. In the next chapter, which explores the conternporary 

secular discoursc on Madonna, 1 shall advam:e the sarne type and arnount of criticism in 

relation to the two Ideal types [ shaH posit. For constructive dialogue between the 

Catholic and secular cri tics of popular culture can only proceed in an atmosphere where 

the limItatlon~ of thelr respective approaches are honestly acknowledged. In the final 

chapter, where 1 present an overview of the Catholic and secular responses, the overall 

weaknesscs of thesc approaches will be outlined to illustrate the shortcomings of uni­

disciplinary analyses of popular culture. And 50 it is to the alternative secular responses 

that our attention shall 110W turn . 
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CHAPTER TURE.: 

The Secular Responses to Madonna 

The discipline has many narnes: Popular Culture Studies, ('Oll1mUIlH::llioll Sludies, 

Media Studies, Mass Culture Studies, Cultural CriucIsm. YCI bchind Ihesl' l'\pltL'llly 

different narnes is a fairly singular and relatively new movement wllhin Ihl' :luldl'Illy. The 

eclectic training of its theorists -- with backgrounds III w01l1cn'.., ~llIdll'~, pllllll~(lphy, 

political science. literature and sm.:ialagy. ta name but a fcw -- ma\...c tlll~ li tl'llly 

interdisciplinary movement. Beyond the explicit diffel cm:es denolcd by 1 hell valÎolls 

disciplines. the proponents of the above "studies" -- 1 shall cali il "cultlllal Llltlclsm" -­

are ideologkal descendants of the leftist critique of socicty. 

That Madonna has attracted the attention of thl-; I ch-;cipIIllC" should comc as 110 

surprise, since she IS, by ail accounts, a media super~tar. But wc have seen thal she is 

more than just that: after ail, Mel GibSOIl, Arnold Schwarzcncgger and Michael Jordan 

are also media superstars, but unlike Madonna, they have not hccn the suhJects 01 uny 

serious cultural criticism. For Madonna'~ Itfe, work, and ()rinion~ are hcld hy Illany of 

the writers surveyed in thls and the prevlou.., chapter tn be of the utrno..,t lI11poltant:e a\ 

indkators of everything from general publtc lllorality to the po\itiol1 (JI worm:n III 'oo(.,(cty 

Ta reiterate a pomt 1 made in the tir\t chapter, thl.., thc..,r.., r'o not ail IIItcrprctatioll 

of Madonna's work (i.e., it is not an example of what Michael Harm calice! "Madol1l1l1 

50 
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Studies"), 1 shall Ieave this task to the popular critics whose careers depend on credibly 

commenting on every po~~ible aspect of her work and Iifestyle, Nor will this the sis arrive 

at any defmIte wnclu~lUn" about Madonna, her mu~ic, or "Madonna Studies", Although 

thi<; thesi~ c1anfle~ and contextuahze" many of the responses to Madonna, my interest 

rcmains the analy"'" of the paradlgm~ employed by those who mine her work for 

II1timatlOn~ of j)olitlcal, soC/olnglcal. femini~t, or existential significam:e, 

ln ortier to compare the~e secular and the preceding Catholk responses to 

Madonna, 1 will explore the mtclleetual frameworks which underlie the hermeneutical 

practiœ .. of these writer", After 1 have illustrated the most common secular interpretations 

of Madonna, 1 <;hall hrietly outline the major cnticlsms presently aimed at each one, This 

!'.hollid allow me 111 the final chapter to draw some condusions about the differences 

brtween Catholie and secular responses to ~exual imagery in popular culture, and finally, 

the Iclevanœ of strictly Catholic or secular approaches, 

Like any major e1ement 111 North Amerkan popular culture, Madonn:. can be 

lInderstood, in the words of man y cultural en tics, as a cultural "commodity", Theodor 

Adm no wrotl' , "CUItUI al t'ntltles are no longer commodities also, they are commodities 

thlOugh and thlOugh" (Adorno XÔ).~2 Thi" plaœ~ Madonna and mundane ("nonnal") 

eOl11l11odJtle~ :-.uch as bille jeans and beer on essentially the same plane,s1 

~~ The global crn:lIlation and poplliarity of Madonna' s image, music and reputation. 
nut to mentIon thl' t1 emendolls fa .. cination people seem to have with her, suggests that she 
may be one of the fundaml'ntal North American cultural commodities of our time, 

~1 The sL'ope ()f thl!'. pro.Jl'L't does not permit a deep reflection on the substantive 
li i fft'I t'net'S hl't\\'l'L'1l rt'I tied "ubJect -L ommod i ties (ce lebn ties) and abject -commodities 
("thlllgs"). FOI the plll po~e" of thls thesis. the commonalities between these IWO types of 
L'ommodttlt'~ Ill',t1fle... 111 Y ll'ference rD œlebritle~ and obJet:ts a'i social 
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In a departure From more literai defimtions of consumption and idt'ntity, tht' 

cultural critÏcs 1 consider presuppose that commoditles fllm:tion as I\lgn~ 01 symhols 

whil:h, when pun:hased. espoused, or otherwise conMlmed, l11alllft'~t ont' .... ,ll'lual 01 

desired social status and c1ass affiliations. ln facto that one i" COIl'i1ll1\I\lg illlagl'~. ull'as and 

styles rather than Jeans and hamburgell\ may make this ,Ict of L'llll'iUll1ptinn ,11\ l'vell 11101 l' 

significant expression of one's desired social status than the conwlltlllnai ,Il t of ohll'L1 

consumption. For the "style" constructed from the COnSlll11ptlon ot mUSll 01 liltn illols 

(and the attendant clothing and behavlOur) b. as Stuart Ewen Lommt'nt .. , "the must 

constantly available lexicon from WhlCh many of us draw the vl,>ual glamlll,lI of OUI 

lives" (Ewen 42). Daniel Miller also contends thal commodities. or luItlllal l'Iltltles 

represent culture, not because they are melcly thcle as part 01 the l'nvlrolll11Cnt 
within which we operate, but because they are an integral part 01 that IHOCl''is ... hy 
which we create ourselves as an lI1dustrial ~oclety. our Identitlc'i, our social 
affiliations, our !ived everyday practlces. (Miller 215) 

David Tetzlaff neatly summarizes thi~ theory when he writes: "This 1<; Ihe postllloc!eln 

ideology of Ilon-conformism: free identity COIl~trlllu{)n throllgh COIlSUlllptIOIl. hc-whal-

you-want tran~lated as buy-what-you-want" (TeLdaff 27). 

The term "semiotlcs"'4 Will appear frcljllcntly 111 this chapter ln refer 10 a socio-

philosophical movement which explore .. "ystelll'i of "ign~ wlthin a given texl or cllitufl:. 

This approach IS lIsed exten'llvely by man y it not ail of the UlIlllllcntato,,, l "hall L:Xalllllll·. 

To oversimplify a very sophisticatecl movement, "crnJotiv, cOl1lcn(h that wc l'XI"t in li 

commodities/products . 

q Abo called "semiology". 
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world in whi<.:h every obJe<.:t, and man y people, fun<.:tion as "signs" of one variety or 

another. As semiotÏl:Jan John Deely writes: "the whole of human experience, without 

exception, IS an interpretive ,tru<.:ture medJated and liu~tained by slgns" (Deely 5). These 

liigns are thoroughly relatIve (Deely 35) in that they al ways point to something or 

'iomconc l'bc. One '1flOUfcl bear ln minci that the ~ame sign may fun<.:tion in diametrically 

oppo.'1cd manner,> depen(i1ng on the ~ign'Ii partl<.:ular so<.:mllocation. As an applied theory, 

~cll1io\Jc'l e1uLldate~ the amblguous functlon of cultural commoditles or signs (e.g., 

Madonna and the '1tyfc and lI11agery a~sociated with her) in a compli<.:ated funglble system 

t h · ~~ o l'ver-<.: angll1g meal1l ngs. 

Resear<.:h within cultural critidsm IS <':OInpli<.:ated by many of its proponents' 

refiance on obtuse If not <.:ryptic neologisms such as "postmodemism".56 Calling 

postll10denll'im "Ihl! a<.:ademic buzzword of our time", Tetzlaff remarks that "in search of 

scholarly 'hipness'. a vast number of people have appropriated the term and attached it 

to vastly difkrl'nt ohJects and theoretlcal projects" (Tetzlaff 32), from contemporary 

soclcty 10 :\Ichueclure 10 philosophy to art to advertising. To complicate matters further, 

Fredellc Jall1c,>oll, perhaps Its most prolific North Amencan proponent, admits that 

pOSI1l10dclll theOlY amnunt'> 10 "the effort to take the temperature of the age without 

II1strllments and 111 a situatIon 111 which we are not even sure there is ~o coherent a thing 

~~ For an excellent ex ample of a semiotic analysis of a popular text, see Nathanson 's 
recent hook, 01't'1 thl! Rain/wH' 

~r. Otfwr eX:lmples are "texts" and "readings". Although these terms have been in 
l'11'l'1I1atlllll for Cl'ntUIICS. they have taken on alternative meanings wIthin the postmodern 
lexil'on. 
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as an 'age', or zeitJ(eist or 'system' or \:urrent situation' any longer" (Jaml'son xi), 

A succinct definition of "postmodenl1sm ,,'i7 wlthlll the 1 illllted Sl'Opt' nf the 

present project is thus impossible. yet Ils llhi4U1ty withlll thls dl~l'lplllll' l1Ia~l's Il 

inconceivable to avoid. Fortunately. smcc 1 clllploy the term wlthlll 1l"latlvdy nallOwly 

defined parameters -- media cnUCISIll and gender POItIlLS -- a Ica .... onably wl'll-dl'lined 

meaning will emerge. This should skirt SOIllC of the .... emantic obfll~cattnll IHl\1llally 

associated with its use. 

As 1 alluded above. there are many different traci!tlons wlthlll ulltlll al LIltlcÎsm. 

but each of them makes use of the insights. data. and terllllllology ft (lm othcr. l'vell Vl'I y 

different branches of this tradition. Thus one hears talk 01 tcxts. po .... tmodcllw.lll. St'lIllotÏl" 

codes, deconstruction. post-structuralism. hegemony, exploitatIOn. :-.tyk. and c1ass t'rom 

virtually ail of those one reads within this divel se dIsciplIne. 'il'< 

To clarify what has becomc a lather complicatcd tradition of ClltH':lsm. 1 analy./e 

the selected secular responses to Madonna in term~ of Iwo Ideal Iypc'i. 1 sholiid !t'iterate 

that ideal types are artitïClal means by whlch to asscmble dlvcl 'il' IC .... pOIl'it's :tccolding ln 

certain similarities. The texts 1 consider might be dl'JHled a<...<...orc!lIlg to ljurtc dllkrent 

criteria. J have, however. chosen a means of delineatlon which 1 thlllk adcquatcly It'Ib .. t .... 

real differences within and between the two group:-. ot text'i. In lm aItllle "DI VICie and 

57 The movement which. for the .... ake of :-'lInpllclty, 1 am call1llg "po .... tmoc!cnll'lm" i\ 
often referred to a~ "post-structllrali:-.rn" ur "decon .... tructiOlll'iIll". 

58 See Cynth ..t M. Lant'" introduction to cultural l.lltKI:-.m (Lont 1-14) J/l which ... he 
writes of its mal:l :-'llb-tradi tlon.... that they are "llke ... "eparate \imultancou'i ulIlvcr .... alron\ . 
one adjacent to the other. No matter which umver\ation onc particlpatc'i III, ... natdlc:-, of 
the other are lleard and are of Intere .... t" (Lont 5 J. 
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Conquer: Popular Culture and Social Control in Late Capitalism", David Tetzlaffproposes 

two categone"i of lett cultural critidsm W which are qUlte efficadous for understanding 

the differencc"i hetween the re~ponses 1 have selected. For Jack of more elegant 

nomenclature, f "hali cali these categones simply ideal types A and B. The hlstorical and 

ideological protïle of both type~ will b~ discussed before they are applied to the texts. 

Ideal Type A: Parody 

Type A 1" one of the bi-products of the traje<.:tory of teftist thought. Karl Marx's 

theories were sustained and somewhat updated by the so-called Frankfurt SchooJ, one of 

whose Icading proponents was Theodor Adorno, a German critic whose writings have 

insplled III a Il Y lype A thcorists. In line with Marx's suggestion that social institutions 

dcterminc hUl11an cOllsciousness, Adorno introduced the world to the concept -- perhaps 

l'ven the ideaJ type -- ot the "culture industry" as a way of conceivmg of the totalizing, 

quasi-fasClsttc nature of mass culture (Arato and Gebhardt 220). The rcader will recall 

that Adorno poslted a htghly centralized culture industry mal1lpulating the various media 

of cUltlll al production 10 govcrn lI1divldual consciousnes"i. He <.:ontended that the masses 

have hren duped by "the ~windle" of an industry intent on prote<.:ting the vested interests 

of its aftlucnt ownCt"i (Adorno X9). 

If Adorno' s culture tndustry theory revises Marx for an appli<.:ation ta mid-

twentieth-œntury 'iodai reality, then other cultural cri tics have done the same thing to 

W Every substantlal analysls of Madonna 1 have found bears aIl the characteristic 
l'earmes nf Iefttst analysls. Therefore, 1 shaH not consider "right" theories of the media. 
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Adorno for our so-called post-industrial era. For critics such as J.M. Bernstein have found 

that Adorno' s vision of the masses -- they are "dupes of l11a~s del'eption" -- does Ilot 

allow popular culture to function 111 a hberat\l1g fashlon (Bernstl'Ill 1 X), ln .Idditllln, John 

Fiske comments that "scholars on the left ... have far ton Illllg t'll1ph.I~lll'd Ilknlogilal and 

hegemonic practices as the key ta llnderstand1l1g popular L'Ulturl''' (h'ike 1 XJ) 

Semiotic~, as 1 have mentioned, is concemed \Vith "ystl'Ill" 01 'IlgIlS. Sillcc tht' 

majority of semioticmns have been intluenced by the leftist l'lItlque 01 'iocÎet)', they tend 

to focus on the way signs perpetuate alienatIon and lI1eqllality III "OL let y . Ilowl'Wl, .\lllon),! 

these and other scholars of the left, an innovallve approach to thcsl' "1)!,1l'I .lIId sign-

systems has emerged which, while stIll sltuated wlthin a decldedly Idtlst ~ell1lOtic 

framework, opposes the pessimism which characterize'i "the culture Il1dU"1I y apploadl" 

Jane Brown and Laurie Schulze write that popular cultUle "texts", 

previously characterized as vehicles for dOll1l1lallt Ideologlc" . haw heen 
reconceived as potentml 'ilte'i for re~istance of dOll1l1lant H!t.-ology... 1 W!lule 
popular media cio contam discourses ot dOll111latlnn "ULIl a~ lapltall"l11 and 
patriarchy, they a\:--o by deflmtion are relevant ln a hll ge and dlVl'1 "l" audit'nL e -­
man y of whol11 are soc lally powerle:--s and subordlllatc .. J\ populal tex t, thel cl 01 t', 

is ideologlcally messy -- a 'iemiotlc terram that open" Ihe If to Lultlll.d strugglc 
over meaning. (Brown and Schulze Xl) 

John Fiske adds that "popular culture is made by :--ubord1llated people:-- 111 thcir own 

interests out of resources that also, contradictonly, .,erve the economic Interest-; of the 

dominant" (Fiske 2).(,1) Therefore, dormnant modes of discour'ie .,uch a~ capltalislll and 

patriarchy prevail, but not without 4ulte un1l1tentionally allowmg lhclr viClllm. an 

60 Fiske l'ails this "-;emlOtic re~i-;tance ... the power of people to rc~i-;t the colol1lzation 
of their consciou~ne'i" by the force-; of .,oclal power" (FI"ke ln). 
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opportunity ta resl~t. Of this apparent contradiction, Fiske contends that "our culture is 

a commodity culture and it is fruitless to argue against it on the basis that...what is 

profitable for ~ome cannot be cultural for others" (Fiske 4). 

Although the focu~ on the posslbility of cultural resistance amends Adorno's 

monolithH': pcs~imism about commodities and consumption, in one fundamental way type 

A still adheres to the culture industry thesis. For this revised approach still understands 

social power as operatmg "through unification, centring, the repression of contradiction". 

Tetzlaff observe:-. that despite their differences, Adorno and Fiske still essentially "agree 

that subjective and discursive unification is the path to social domination, and that this 

IS the ai m, if not the effect, of mass-produced culture" (Tetzlaff 10).61 

The malJ1 (hfferencc between ideal type A and its culture industry heritage is that 

in type A mal glllalized members of sodety are empowered with an ability, in faet, a 

predisposition to resist their own oppressIOn. The villain -- the totalizing. capitalistic 

culture IIldustry -- remallls the same. but the victims have better defensive weapons. 

The last and crucial rharacteristic of type A is the role it gives to "parody" in 

popular culture. Although the word ltself is not always used, the com.:eptual importance 

of palOdy IS OOVIOUS III type A texts (Lewis 55-147; Pratt 25-41; Young 173-1XX). ln the 

lexicon of lype A. parody becomes a \.:Cntral technkal term used to denote the l:lethod 

employed by submd1l1ated groups and individuals to critique. or as Fiske puts it, 

"interrogate" (Fiske 105) the hegemonic practices of the dominant ideology. Parody, in 

hl Jim Collins calls type A frameworks "centre-based metaphors for culture" (Collins 
16). 
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this context, is the intentional and subversive use of a familiar semiotil: context against 

its inherently totalizing ideological agenda. 

Having outlined the general contours of ideal type A. 1 shall now collsidcl how 

it is used to interpret Madonna. More preclsely. 1 shall examlllc the work of plOfessnrs 

Lisa Lewis. John Fiske and Camille PaglIa. Fiske. Paglia and LCWI"'s applOadll'S shaH.' 

many common interpretive elements, l'ven thollgh (especlally 111 Pagha' ~ casl') tlH'ir 

conclusions may be dissimilar. 

Lewis's analysls of Madonna cames III the c.:ontext of LI cntic.:al evaluatin\1 01 MTV 

entitIed Gender Politics and MTV: Voicing tht! J)lfference Lewis exploll''' thl' \Vay MTV 

(the 24 hour American Music Television station)1>2 has revolutionizcd the way popular -

- especially yOllth -- culture and its denvatlve systems of meal11llg arc ploduc.:cd. 

circulated and consumed. After MTV began broadcasting 111 IlJX 1. the plcvlOu,;Iy dl"paratc 

industries of television and popular music mergcd, changing thcsl' media and popular 

culture irrevocably. 

Lewis asserts that through "gendered" narratives of yOllth rehdltol1 and 

independence, most music videos prepare youths for occ.:upyll1g :-.trictly pail ialchal "(ldal 

"spaces". That youths leam about appropnatc behavlOur from vldco" i:-. Ilot III Itself 

necessarily problemutic. However, Lewl'i lament'> the lact that the VIdeo ... are hy and !;lIge 

addressed to young men, with women pre"cnt typically <1'> pa""lve maternai 1 1)!lIle" (JI 'il'X 

object'i. ln short, LeWIS' S MTV research clemonstratc,> thut, a,> "he put'> H, "the' \1' "ran(h 

for male" (Lewis 3X). However, thls was ail ta change, Of al. least be challenged in the 

62 In Canada, its equivalent is Much MU:-'Ic and MU'ilque Plu'). 
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mid-19XO's, because, 

while the ... privileged male audience interpretation had achieved a level of 
naturalization, the Ir lI1ternal contradictions began to be laid bare by the practices 
of MTV. With female muslcians and female audiences united as agents of cultural 
,>trugglc, Lhange hecurne po~~able. (Lewis 72) 

Excrting an unprcœdented <.:ontrol over their music and publicity (Mc Clary 149-

53), fcmale mUSIClans 'iuch as Madonna have established an entirely new genre called 

"female address video" L1l1ned primarily at young women (Lewis 116). This new 

gcnerauon of musIc Video,> IS "designed ta speak to and resonate with female cultural 

cxpcncnces of adolescence and gender" (Lewis 1 (9). In semiotic terms, the se videos 

contain hoth "acœss slgns" which invert patriarehal norms by depicting female invasions 

of cstabllshcd male tCITitories, and "discovery signs" which celebrate uniquely female 

modes of socml expericnce (Lewis 110). 

LewIs writes that Madonna 's "resignification of the standard of female 

replesentation was li fundamental upset to the standard's ability ... to thwart ... female 

suhjectlvlty" (LewIs 1(6). For Lewis, toit is [Madonna's] ability to represent gender 

expcllence ~yl11bolll'lIlIy 111 the characters she ereates that provides points of identification 

for a l'l'male audience" (LewIs 105). Madonna, she argues, manipulates these signs to her 

and her l11alllly teillait:' fans' advantage.(,' It is through her representation of empowered 

felllale eharacters that Madonna popularizes "female-adolescent subjectivity" (Lewis 146) 

t>1 While Madonna '" self-love is condemned by many men as egocentricity, Fiske 
argUt's thm it is not problematic for her female fans. In fuet, "it is the root of her appeal", 
since il suggt'sts her tlillmph over advertisers who construct "the girl'~ body and therefore 
her !\t'xuahty as a !\t'Iit'~ of problems -- ... lifeless hair. fatty thighs" (Fiske 102). 
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and in so doing gives young women "points of identification", or social "signs" Ilwy l'tll1 

appropriate which allow them a sense of autonomy during an arduolls stage in Ihrir lives. 

John Fiske features an interpretatlOn of Madollna III lm, Rcwltllg Ih(' l'o/)u/ar, a 

text which explores the often liberating funetion of popular cuItun.'. Thi:-- ln.! 1\ t''''''t.'nually 

an extended discussion of his thesis regarding semiotie reslstallCl.' 10 dOllllllalloll Sillet' 

1 have already explored his thesis at some length, 1 shall proceed 1Il1I1ll'dia!dy 10 his 

analysis of Madonna. 

Although Fiske concurs with LewIs that "Madonna dl'mes or mod.!'. a masclIlint' 

reading of patriarchy's conventions for representing women" (Fiske IN), he L'alltlollS that 

Madonna is not a model for young women. Rather, he argues, she is a "o.;lIl' of senuotic 

struggle between the forces of patriarchal control ami fcminme resistancc, of L.apitaltsm 

and the subordinate" (Fiske 97), In other words, a battlc ground over ,>unal Illcanillg. 

Since many of her young female fans experience somc deglcc (lI' ,>u!ltlldlllalloll and 

powerlessness, Madonna's parodIes of conventional Icpre ... cntatloll'> (lf W()lllcn ale 

effective devices "for mterrogating the dominant ideology" (FI ... kc 1 (J')) 

Of her propensity ta build Il1Ul:h of her work • .uound the oppo"'lIlg categorie ... of 

virgin and whore, Fiske contends that by blufflng the dlvi:-'Ion hetwcel1 the"'l' ultegoric ... 

she is not simply critkizing the functiol1 of thio.; pulanty 111 patnarchy. bul 1\ III la!.:t 

questioning "the validity of these binary OppO~JtIOI1S as a way ot U)Jlc~rtllallllng wOJllan" 

(Fiske 103). 

Unlike Lewis, Fiske comments on the prominence of Catholrc icono)!raphy and 

symbols in Madonna's work. Her use of thi ... imagery, he in'iists, 
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l~ neither religioü~ nor \acrilegious. She intend~ ta free it from this ideological 
oppmiuon and to cnJoy it, u~e H, for the meanings It has for her, not for thase of 
the dominant ideology and its \implhtic binary thinking. (Fbke 1(3) 

Of the fact that thl\ IInagery ha,> a long hi'itory withm the ~peclfic semiouc context of 

traditional Roman Cathohcl\m, FI,>ke reiterate~ his contentIOn: 

Sht' make\ her own meaning\ out of the symbolic systems available to her, and 
in U<.;JIlg thelr '>lgl1ltïer!'> Icruclfixe~, iconography) and reJecting or mocking their 
\ignlfll'd,> Ithe Cathohc tradition, patriarchy), she is demanstrating he,. ability to 
make ha OWIl mealllng\ (Fi,>ke lOô, emphasis 1/1 original) 

Intcrestlllgly enough. lIl'itead of ueatmg sorne new ~emiotic centre for these signs, the 

very act 01 tl'anng them trom thclr ongll1al context becomes the summum bOl1um in the 

struggle for 'ional power and personal Identlty (Fiske 1(7). The exaltatIOn of the freedom 

to make mealllngs a ... li parodie plOte'a agalllst (and with the semiotic codes of) the 

dominant culture, i~ the hallmark of thlS ideal type. 

Camille PaglIa advances tIlIIte a different interpretation of Madonna. One could 

argue that her anaIY!'>I!'> of Madonna dIverges so considerably from Fiske'., and Lewis's 

lhat the general introduction 1 have provlded to thls type does not concern Paglia's 

approach. Paglia ha'i 1 ecently gained her'ielf quite a reputation as an anU-felmmst feminist 

(Paglia 56), a despOIlcr of the new dogmas associated with politlcal correctness, 

postmodcrnism and femimsm. This reputation reflects her vociferous denunclations of 

many of the analytÏ\:al conventions so common to cUltura~ 1...11tll.Îsm.f>.t For example, 1 am 

certain she wOllld insist that the language (esp. semiotics) and influences (esp. Lacan and 

l..j Set' .lIly nf the c.,say~ 111 Paglia' s 1992 book for an mdicatlon of the contempt she 
has 1'01 many uJltlllal l·[II!C~. 
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Foucault} apparent in Lewis and Fiske 's writings render their II1terpretatlons spurious. 

However, although Paglia is not as fully indicattve df typc A as Fiskc, thCIC arl' 

compelling reasons for including her lI1 type A. 

[n what became a seminal and extremely plOvocattve contnbution 10 "Madonna 

Studies", Paglia declared Madonna "the future of fellllnism" (bg:ia )) hl'~:all~l' she: <;(1 

publicly exposes and parodIes "the puntanisJ11 and .. uffocaling Itleolngy of Allll'lïUIIl 

femini~~", tÏl contrast to modern feminism, Madonna has "Iilught young wOllwn to Ill' 

fully female and sexuul while sull exen.:i ... lI1g control over thell hw .. , She show>; g.llls hllW 

to be attractive, sensual, energetie, ambitious, agglcs ... ive, and fllnny -- ail al Ihl' saille 

time" (Paglia 4). 

To place hel commentary in its propcr hermcncutÎcal contcxt, one <;houle! lIotl' Ihal 

Paglia is a Freudian Catholic (Paglia (6) who<;e ~wel'ping 1IllcIlCLtllal agcnda 1 ... IO(ltl'd 

firmly in the behef that the <;odal COi1<;trucUont ... m cndorscd hy rClllllmm .lIld aladl'lIlll 

humanism has undere:-.ttmated the profollnd influence ot the feraI. l'Hlltl, J)lolly\lan 1lI)!1'<; 

so central to human nature. Accordlllg to Paglia, Madolllla ' .... 1!l'1l 1 li... 1" Ihal ... hl' 

foregrounds and 111 faet venerates many of the darkly CI olle l'h:lllcnh 01 hUlllall "'l'xualIty 

that fenunism has abrogated. Paglta thu ... argue ... for wltat ... he LOIl\ldcr ... ail l'nlJ).!hlLned Il'­

evaluatian of the less refined a~pech of ... exuaitty pre\ent III art and pllplllal llrltllrl'. 

Paglia also reveres her own (and Madonna\) ltalJan and ('atholrL. back!!JOlImb 

for their "lush ... ensuality" (Paglia 13), She contench lhat hy re"'llrreL.!lnl:! "the huned 

pagamsm" of Raman Cathahcl\m, Madonna ha" "reJOIned and healcd the ... plll halvcs ot 

women: Mary, the Ble'ised Virgm and holy mather, and Mary Magdaknc, the harJot" 
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Although Paglia wou Id probably resent being inc1uded in the same group as critics 

whose agenda mamtams so man y elements of semiotics and feminism, her response 

neverthc1css fih in ideal type A because it focuses on Madonna's use of satire (Paglia 

12), parody /Paglia 6) and romedy (Paglia 9), aU of which are common features of this 

idealtype. As weil, I,;ontrary to type B'., "deconstruction" of the coherent self and society, 

Paglia employ~ traditional notions of history and personality.66 

Madonna emerges a~ an extraordinary example of true feminism in her daring 

combination of Apollonian and Dionysian influences (Paglia 12). In effect, Madonna 

rcpresents a powerful challenge ta the feminist status quo which, Paglia maintains, has 

rohbed wOl11en of theil natural sen~uality, thus obscuring the (dassically obvious) fact that 

women are the dominant sex (Paglia (6). Paglia writes that "Madonna 's most endurÎng 

cultural contributIOn may bl' that ~he has introduced ravl~hing visual beauty and a lush 

Mcditerranean sen~lIality II1to parched. pinched, word-drunk Anglo-Saxon feminism" 

(Paglia 13). 

As tor the sociologlcal implications of type A, Fiske maintains that "Madonna 

h~ Allhough thl'Il' are many differenœs. this is a noticeable similarity betwcen Paglia 
and Andrcw (ill'dey\ per "pccttvl's on Madonna. They both pOSlt Madonna as something 
nt a propl\t'tl'~" who hl'ab women'" '\plit halves" and relies on inherently CatholÎl.: values. 
As weil. thcy hoth ba,e mally of their interpretatlolls on so-called moderni"t as~umptions 
about the 11111 III SIL' !lund-body duahty of human nature. Although 1 must forego a serious 
L'ol1lpall~on and L'lItique of thetr positlOn(s), this simllarity was too compicuous not to 
actdress. 

M Paglia wTltes: "Many of Illy aSSUlllptlons are quamtly pre-modernist. 1 believe that 
hislory ha~ shape, OIder. and meaning .... Behind the shifting face of personality is a hard 
Ilugget ot self" tpaglta \()2-J) 
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offers her fans access to semiotic and social power. ... IThisl may empower the fan 's St'nse 

of self and thus affect her behaviour in '\ocial situations" (Fiske 1 U) This IlIll,I1.ltes weil 

the connections these cnties make between Madollna':-. work, Ill'r tan '\, ,lI1d thl' ,orial 

institutions in which Ihey are both located. In thls Illodd, IIlSlltlltlllna 1 change l oilles ahollt 

by altering the "micropolitics of everyday life" (Flske 132) IhlOugh sllb\l'I\I\T palOdll's 

of hegemonic semiotic codes (Fiske and Lewl~) or brazcn as~alllt'\ on fl'IlllIliSI 

conventions (Paglia). 

Ideal Type 8: Pastiche 

Although it is also part of the l'volution of lefu:-.t thollghl, lype B diverges 

considerably from some of type A's Illost fllndamenlal presllpp()~itl()ns. For type B IS 

explkitly a~sociated with the short lustory of "po:-.tlllodenll';m" ln conti a'it to the 

essentially Illodenmt hermenelltH.:al tendencie'i 01 type 1\, E I\nn Kaplall ,1!'>Sl'IIS fhat 

postmodernism love'i what modernlslll hates; namely L(1I11melclali/cd ma!'>'i cultille 

(Kaplan 46). In fact, FrederIc Jameson wllle,> thal "any \Ophl,>lIcated theory 01 Ihc 

postl11odern ought to bear ~oml'thlllg of the \alllC reiauon .... hlJl 10 1101 khl'IIIlt'j and 

Adorno's old 'Culture Indu:-.try' concept a:-. MTV or IraLlal aet.... heal to 1111Ie\ tl'll"VI'iIOn 

series" (Jameson X). Dependlllg, of course, on wholll one n~ad\ on Ilm lIlaller, ont gel ... 

the imprl's~lOn that type B i'i l'Hher an in~idious mutation or the 11Ighe\t lorm 01 lhe leltist 

critique of capltah~t \oclety."7 

67 See Dalllei Ham'i'" e\"ay on the fallure of the po\trnodern LfltlqUC ae., eVIC!cllctd 
by what he call'i "\1adonna S udie\", or Camille Paglia' ... UblljllltcJU\ crIlHjUe\ 01 
postmodern theory ("one of the fatte!'>t pleces of rotten French chec\c .... wallowcd wholc 
by American academIC\" (PaglIa 1 X{)))., See Scan Cubltt or FrcdclJc lalllC\OI1 '" 



• 

65 

Whereas Jameson sees the origins of postmodern culture implicit in the evolution 

of capitalism -- It J~ the "cultural logie of late capitalism" (Jameson 1-55) -- according to 

postmodern theory, for him the problem wlth eonventional cultural critÎclsm is its 

unnuanccd ceonoll1J.,tie vi.,ion of the human subJect and hislher ~odal milieu. Thus, 

m.,trad of fneusmg mamly on a (lireet critique of global eapJtalJ~m, postmodernists tend 

to conœntratc on a "delOn~truct\On" of convenuonal centre-based notions of the self and 

socIety. ('ardul analysi." they inslst, reveals the arbitrary, illusory nature of both self and 

socIety, to whilh (lIstinLt centre~ and intentlon~ are falsely attnbuted. 

Jamcson asserts that "a new kllld of tlatne~s or depthlessness, a new kind of 

superficialIty 111 the most lIterai sense, (has emerged as] perhaps the supreme formaI 

feature of ail the postmodenmms" (Jameson 9). But the most significant -- and 

contentious -- cl a 1111 ot postmodern theorists IS their assertion that postmodernity signaIs 

"the end of tht' b urgcOIs t:go, or monad ... lthe end] of style, the ~ense of the unique and 

pCI snnal. lit 1 may al.,o lllcan ... a liberatIon from every ... feeling" (Jameson 15). 

COlIseqllently, III po,tmodcll1ity "the dominant mode ot cultural production has fallen into 

a dt:pthk-;-;, hl,lll\... pa~lIche of the ~urfalcs of previou~ forms" (Tetzlaff Il). 

Althollgh Baudnllard does Ilot play -;0 freely with the term "postmodemism" 

(fctzlaff 1 :n, hl' (k.,cribc:-. OUI culture a., one in which the media has defined a 

t'undamcntally nnn-responsive role for the cultural con\umer (Baudrillard Ill) alnId the 

myllad of sUltacc,> ple-;cnted to us by the mass media. We happily accept thlS raIe, 

gorging oursclves on mass produced and uncontextualized images and narrat'ves, argues 

(,lldOr~t'I11t'nts of postI11odernisl11. 
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Baudrillard. Teulaff comments that according to Baudrillanl. "fascination wtlh the l'ode 

of transmission (signitïers) replael' .... the l'onstrul'tilln 01 Sl'nSl" slIlppmg thl' l'l)lnm Ullll'at hlll 

of any message (slgnified) the code ITiighl haw l'al lied" (Tl'I/laii 12) 

E. Ann Kaplan wnles thal m poslmodel'l11ly. Wl' .... ulkr tlllm a '\hsaPIWaranl'l' lit 

history" and hve in a sehllophrenie slate of hell1g "h xated on the lklal'hed sigllltll'r. 

isolated in a present from which lhere IS no l'scar1L'" (Kaplan 45) ln lllllL'l wlllds. OUI 

culture's preoccupation with the surfaces of lhlllgs and people ha .... sl'VL'Il'd Ihl.' tamtlwl 

signs (e.g., signiliers such as the Catholic imagery uscd hy Madonna) whll'h ollkr Olll 

social existence l'rom their unique social histones (l'.g .. slgnifll'lb sUl'h as tllL' C:tlhulle 

tradition). Postmodem culture thus tends to mll1gale agamsl lexIs and hve .... wlw:h haw 

long-term semiotic consislcney, and therefon: meanmg hH Thu .... , type B Ihl·oll .... l .... pO"" 1 1 

that the raw cultural materials out 01 whleh onc ITiight lorge a cohclc/lt and '>llIllL'llllIl''> 

rebellious life for onesell III lype A arc, for ail praellcal purpose'\. l'Oll1pk Il'' y '1 aglllclllL'(\ 

by the sem lOtie dlsarray WhlCh now eharaeten/e,> Norlh ÂIlJCIICilll L'llltllil' 'l'hl' 

hcrmeneutical approach adopted hy type B theon .... t ..... '>l'eh to expO'>c IhL' .... llpl·IIIL'lilh/alloll 

of human experiencc and the complicated and overlapping "texl,>" and Iradltlon ... whlch 

now comprise everythmg lrom personahlle" lo work" 01 aIt 10 North Âmencan .... oclely 

Type B shares with type A at Jeasl sorne rudlmenlary helle!' 111 the CUlLllll' 

induslry's capitalist agenda. However, 111 typc B Ihl ... mdu,>try 1'> rclormulaled ln il 

fundamentally non-centrall/cd way .... ueh that the induMry',> goal 1 ... notlhe homogenJ/ulio/l 

68 The notIon that long-term ~emi()tlc e()n~l .... tency equal.... meanmg rellecl.'> my 
modemist presuppositions against WhlCh onc might mount a credlhle argument. 
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of IlUman consciou<;ness and socIety, but rather its fragmentation. Tetzlaff writes that in 

type B the mcdia and capltalI~t culture generally "exhiblt the exact opposite sort of 

tcndencic'l from tho,>e u,>ua//y attnbuted to them: the deconstructlon of sense and cultural 

collcctivity rather than the mo/ding of them ta a unified domInant model" (Tetzlaff 14). 

Moreover, contrary ln traditlOnal cultural cntkism, proponents of type B posit that the 

perseverance 01 capitallst hegemony 111 North Ameril:a cal' be explained more effeetively 

with rcfcrenœ to semiouc fragmentation.6
'J 

The concept of "pastIche" occupie~ the same cruCIal -- and also not always stated -

- position in this type as "parody" did in type A. Type B advocates assert that pastiche, 

the eclectÎc lise of often totally dlssimi/ar sources to create a text -- a personality, star 

persona. musk video, etc. -- is the most characteristic modus operandi of popular culture 

in postmoderl1lty PastIche creates texts which are essentially contrived, impermanent, 

'Iolllbie MOIeover, unlike parody. pastIche is not inherently critical. Kaplan writes that 

pastiche '>lgl1ltïl'~ "a new lalk nf orienting boundaries. a tendency ta incorporate rather 

than to 'quotl" te:>.t,>" (Kaplan 145; Cf. Jameson 1 X). To e~tablish the parodic nature of 

a te:>.t. type A Il'qlllll''> the Ll)J1~tructIOn of context thlOugh "quotll1g" falmliar texts (e.g., 

('atholrc imagelyl, wheleas type B's "incorporation" leqUIres no deliberate aet of 

Coll te:>. tllallzat ion. 

h'l l'culan \\'1 Ile,>. "Thus JI is to capital's interest ta keep Its subject population as 
fIaglllentl'd li!'> pn!'>~lble .. Iltl is also ta capital's interest if disinterest in the nature of 
'1oClal rel.ltton, 1\ to,>tt'Ied and If tht' workings of the SOCIal system remain as obscure as 
pO'l~lhk To the l'\tent that a l'ultUJal system l'an yield these results and still provide 
mnl1\"ttlOn ... 1'01 ploduL'tll1ll and con~umption. Jt serves the mamtenam:e of capitalist 
Lllllltlll" (Tctllaft 21») 
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Perhaps the best way to understand postl1lodern Œltural criticism is by its 

application to Madonna. 1 shaH examme E. Ann Kaplan 's interpretation, wilh snme minor 

augmentation from Susan McClary's research. 

Kaplan asserts that MTV, the malll medium of Madonna's wOlk/image, t~ 11lt' 

quintessential example of the postmodem medium .,ince Il 1'1 agll1t:nt~ tl'xh .1Ild Il adtlllH1S 

(both signifieds and signifiers), and operate~ on the ha~ts (lI pa~tldll.111 ln Kaplan' s 

analysis, Madonna emerges as the "postmodern femumt heroll1l' in hel odd l'llmhlllalloll 

of sedul:tiveness and a gutsy .,ort of 1I1dependenœ" (Kaplan 117). lInltkl' das~lcal (and 

modern) Hol1ywood images of wOlllen who normally ye~u Il 1'01 Itttle d'il' than 10 he 

absorbed by their leading man, or men in general, Madonna 's succcss is duc III rait 10 

her "artkulatmg and parading the desire to be desired in an unahashed, aggressive, gulsy 

manner" (Kaplan 126). 

Reminiscent of ideal type A, Kaplan mainlains Ihat Madollna 's populm ity is 

largely the result of the way 'ihe play'i with cOllventional .,Ignll ier'i. Ilow('ver, the 

distinctiveness of type B (and pa~tlche) may he elucldated through a cOIl.,ideratioll 01 

analys~'; whkh addre'is Madonna' \ conte~ted "Matcllal (illl" Video 

While type A proponenh foeus on the cOllllLal and parodlc way the Video l'nels -

- with Madonna, playing Manlyn Monroe, rCJectmg the convention (lI mell .,~ducl/lg 

women with wealth (Pag! il); FI'ike 115-132) -- type B prop()ncnt~ foc...u., in.,teael on the 

70 Thi'i i'i an exten.,ion of Baudl'lllar(j'., theory that tt., unbouncbl frame of Idcrencc 
and multi-'ilmulated Image\ of other Images make teleVI.,lon thl' PO.,tl1loc!crn meclllllll h)r 
Kaplan, MTV i., hlgh !'>peed teleVI\IOn, where the ulllquc communlcatHl/l., prohklllatic (JI' 
televi~ion I~ laId bare (Kaplan 44). 
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video's <.:ombination ot "texts". For example, Kaplan tend~ to foeus on the way the video 

eombine~, or a-; she puts 11, pastiches I:ontradictory di~c.:ourses, from c.:opying Monroe's 

"Diamond-; are a Glrl\ Best Fnend" performance while c.:hanging the ~ong's lyrics, to 

J ux tapo,> mg Monroe'., v H. tlln-of-t he-c u 1 ture- indu~try reputatlOn wlth Madonna'" apparent 

domination thereol, trom oh.,curlng whlc.:h <.:haraLter represents the "real" Madonna, to 

cloudlilg the Ime between the avariclOu~ character she plays on-~tage (Monroe) and the 

lln~e1tï~h LhuIacter .,he play" otf-~tage (Madonna'!), to name but a few examples. 

Pmtmodern thcofl-;t" argue that thl~ bespeak~ a "pastiche" 'ityle In that, contrary 

to ll10dernist film-maklllg praCtlle which pnvileges (,ne form (or .,et) of discourse(s) over 

anothcl Ce g , romanl.-e over matcnalism), the contradictory dlscourses of "Material Girl" 

"cxist on a hOrizontal axis, neither subordmated to the other" (Kaplan 124). Typical of 

postmodcrn thcoflsts, Kaplan dl'clares Madonna the champion of the postmodern agenda 

for her eqllali7<ltion 01 prevlOu~ly hlcrarchical dl'icourse~. Formerly entrenched dominant 

dISCOllISt'S have not bren oblltelatl'd: but the ~emolllc pl41ying field of popular culture 

has. sn to speak. brell kvelled. 

Kaplan 411'io note'i that Madonna i'i nelther partH.:ularly female nor male-identified; 

but 1 athcl. that .,he '>l'l'll1S pnmanly out for herself. 7I Beyond challenging traditional 

gendcl boundallt's. mll'ilcologl~t Susan McCiary argues that in keeping with 

pO'itmodenllty. Madonna's wor~ 

lepeatedly deconstlucts the traditlOnal notions of the unified subJect wlth fil11te ego 
houndallt's Hel piecc'i explore ... ways of constituting identities that refuse 'itability, 

1\ Shdagh y nUllg \vrItes that "the problem for feminists was that 1 Madonna] 
transgll''i~t'd bnth tht' L'ategory of the feminine and of the feminIst" (Young 1 X3). 
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that remain fluid. that resist definition .... 1 She dedines 1 to deliver tht> Sl'nlllty ot 
a c1ear, unambiguous message of an . authentH:' self. (Md 'lary 1 sm 

There is a certain freedom in this dissolution of the lOnVl'ntlOnal ego. SOCIaIl'llllVl'lltlllns 

-- normally in the service of the dominant ideology -- whlcl! have Imtollcallv dt'tt'Illllllt'd 

the ego boundaries of individuab have been t'IIgl'ted fOl "deconslIllltlon" \lnL'l' 11ll' 

inauguration of the postmodern movement. lt I~ no \v()(Hkl, thel l'tOIt'. thal 1\ 1.,donna' S 

pastiche style has appealed ta postmodl'rn theon"t" IIke Kaplan and Md 'laI y 

Jameson pOll1ts out that "evl'ly positIon on p()~t1l1{)del1li~1l1 III lUltlllt' -- wht'thl'I 

apologia or stigmatization -- is also ... and lIl'ces.\'{II'lIv, an impltcttly tll e:-..pltutly polttical 

stance on the nature of multinational capltah~m today" (Jameson 3) A hl id inqulI y IIlln 

the ethieal imperatives entailed by Kaplan and McClary'" perspective (Wllll.h one l'xptTIs 

to find in an interpretation of "the postmodern fl'minlst helOlIlt''') IS Ihl'll'fOll' III Oldt'!. 

However, the celebration of Madonna'~ alllhlg1101l~, dIHlrogl'noll~ and possihly 

anarchie identity ta whieh postmodern femllll\b are plO ne may /X'lIay thl' \upl'llicwlity 

of their lI1tellectual mIlieu. Even Kaplan comment.., that wilde Mac!OlJn,l "pastes thc 

traditional vlrglll onto the tradItIOllal whole", by "!lnt ljlll'\ttoll\l1)! tltt' polallly'\ vely 

terms, ~he rum the nsk of keeplllg tt mtact" (Kaplan L~1) /\ .... weil, Kaplal\ wrlk\ thal 

while "Material Girl" doe" foregrollnd the artlf /(.-Iallty 01 prevlOu .... ly hll'I,udllutlly 

arranged discourses, "it does not appear ta cntlljlle or III any way commel\t UpOI\ thcm" 

(Kaplan 120).72 

72 This seems ta reveal what Adorno called "an apolitkism that i" in tact dceply 
pohtkal" (Adorno in Arato 3(1). 
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While ~he is enthusiastlcally interpreted by postmodern cri tics as postmodemity 

personified, Madonna may ironically embody the North American cultural shallowness 

agam ... t whlCh thclr leftlst ... ympathie ... eompel them to fight. For there is a certain 

pe~"'lml~1ll 111 texh about po~tmoderni~m, a fear that, as Kaplan puts It, "the new 

postrnoc!cJI1 UllIver ... e, with ItS celebratIOn of the look, the ~urface~, textures, the self-as-

COI1lIl1()(fIty, threaten~ to reduce everythmg to the Image/repre~)entation/simulacrum" 

(Kaplan 151). Accordmg to Ils own theorists (Kaplan and Jameson), there is a faint but 

tl'J11ptlllg ~lll11mOIl~ to IlIhilJsm m postmoderl1lty, which may explain why, ironically, 

Mat!olln:l and the postmodern UnIverse she supposedly exemplifies are appealing and 

<lnathcma71 to man y cultural entles. 

Conclusion 

The two ideal types 1 have proposed are not totally dissimilar. Their dass analysis 

of popular culture and a \hared ~ense that "oelal groups, ... odal meal1lng(s) and individual 

id('ntltll'~ are \Il llctllred through the consumptlOn of public COl11mOdltles or signs 

lonstltllte thl'II Ill.llll \ll11llantles. A~ I~ by now apparent. their major dlsclepancy ll1volves 

the way in which e<lch one chmactenzes the e~sence of popular culture. Secular critics are 

dlVHll'd betwel'n one pelspectlve (type B) which IS concemed wlth what popular culture 

dOl'~ ln liS, and the othel perspective (type A) which focuses on what we can do with 

71 .Iameson wnte": 'MeanwhIle, fOI politll:al group:-- which ~eek aetIvely to mtervene 
111 hlstOly and tn 1l1odlfy li" othel\\'l"e pa~:--ive momentul11 ... there cannat but be much that 
IS deplnl able and !t'pl ehenslhk 111 a '- uhural form of image addiction which, by 
Iran\tm III Ill!! the pa:--t .nto vI~ual nmages, "tereotypes, or text~, effectIvely abolishes any 
PI.llIIl-.tI 'l'Il \l' of tht' t utUfe and of the collective proJect" (Jame:-.on '+0). 
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popular culture. As weIl, in type A I:ulture is still depil:ted as a relative1y weil -- if nOI 

al ways explicitly -- organized industry whkh endeavoul!'I 10 hnmllgcl1Ilc disL'llI SIVl' 

practices and commumties whlle type B propose'i a more (iIftus(' and Il aglllt'Illed mode! 

of cultural hegemony. Through an examinatlon of seYelal .. nalyse~ 01 Madllllna lrom bolh 

viewpoints, we have seen that while the y still have many thlllgs III 1:01111110n, III prarllL'(' 

they yield different results. 

For example, in type A cultural lTitics SUl:h a~ John Fiske and Lisa Lewis cnnsidl'I 

Madonna a slgn which may be used by young women (and llomo'il'xuals") \0 l'l'Slsl 

subordi""tion. Through a process of "guernlla wartare" (Fi!'lke 14), hel fans ale "aligninj! 

themselves with a source of power" (Fiske lOI) III a world whl'Ie Illey ;lIl' ollell 

powerless. Or, according to Camille Paglia, Madonna '!'I parodlcs l11!'1plrl' young women lu 

explore an aspect of their femininity against which model n tCIllIIlI\111 \uppo!'ll'dly 

mitigates. Madonna thumbs her nO'ie at patriarchy, but al'io al what Paglia ludgl's to IX' 

an increasingly puritanical and di\emb{'clIcd fel11l1mm. 

Fiske'\ "deslre to !'Iee ma'iS culture text\ and Iltclr decoding\ ;J\ exprl'sslOns 01 

contradiction, ambivalence, and ... discontcnt" (Collin\ l'J) \Ignal\ hl\ departurc 110111 thc 

etitist tendencle'i of the Frankfurt Schuol. I-!owevcr, ail tbrcc propOIll'lIh III type Â Icmalll 

loyal to critieal theory''i "notion of culture as a WhC\IVl', ccntrcd ma\tl'I \y\tl'Ill" (( '0111/1\ 

20). Whether or not centre-based modeh of \oeml Ulntrol adcqualcly cxplalll popular 

culture is the subJect of an endunng debate between proponcnt~ of lypc\ Â and B. David 

74 See Hala~a on Madonna's efforts to reach the homosexual audience. Aiso ~ee 
Shewey's Madonna interview in The Advocate. 
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TetzJaff comments that contemporary popular culture simply makes Jess sense in the 

t.:ontext of the "ldcoJogicaJ, umfying l"ulture" (Tetzlaff 14) presupposed by type A. 

Tctzlaff argue., that liOt.:lal control i~ more c1early com:eived as operating through semiotic 

f ragmcntatlOn. 

After ail, type A requires that individuals possess œrtain decoding skills so they 

can, in the t.:use of Madonna's fans, recognize they are victims of patriarehal hegemony 

and 1110unt u t.:ounter uttack. However, these Skills are notoriously diffieult ta control, and 

"mec u certum <lmount of clts:-.ention Imght be bUlIt into the dominant system (Tetzlaff 30), 

Fiskean reslstancc may have Imle .,erious effect on the dominant ideology. 

However, type B'., fOlln of SOCIal control does not presuppose or foster any ev en 

remotely critical hermeneutical skills on the part of the individual. Rather, it requires only 

"déja lu", the abihty to 1 ecoglllze some dlscrete clement of another popular text within 

the texl one Iii "readll1g" (Tetzlatf 15). Thc reqUired culturalliterm:y i.; reduœd to the bare 

mi III 111 li III of 'IuperfH..JaI recognition. Such recognition tltillates the cultural "reader", 

plcasantly oVL'lwhell11l1lg hel/hllll WIth the .,heer welght of texlIi s/he is asked to read. To 

L'OII ohoratc thcII tl1l''Ii:-.. pO'ltlllodel11 L1ltlCIi argue that "the evidence of superficiality and 

detachml"nt" 111 popular l.ulturc is :-.trong enough to lI1vahdate type A (Tetzlaff 29). 

The notion that Madonna embodles Fiskean cultural resistance is also questioned 

by Sean Cubltt. who wnte\ that he IS sceptlcal 

as to whethel \I1corporatlon 1 into the culture mdustry'" totalizmg agenda] is rl'ally 
heing lever:-.ed Ilt'sl.,tedl here: or whl'thl'r. in faet, the opposite is still not at least 
equally the ca:-.l' -- that thlOllgh commodlfication of Madonna as image, [fans] are 
being lI11hllLated Into the SOCial reprodut.:tion of femil1ll1lty under the alibi of 
Madonn.I'" appal ent l'ontrol over her rl'presentatiOns. (Cllbm (0) 
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While it does acknowledge sorne of what one might cali Madol1na '-; "semioltc 

backtalk " , type B places her unorthodox manipulatIOn of conventtonal St'Illw!lc l'odl'S 

(e,g" Catholic imagery. gender stereotypes) wlthlll a del'\(kdly po:-.tmodt'Ill l(lIl1l'\t WllIlt, 

she emerges as the "postmodern femtnlst heroll1e" hy lefuslIlg to ,>\\'aIlO\\ wlmk the 

semiotic codes of patnarchy and Cathohn-;m. :-.he 1'> a helOllll' WhO'>l' hl'I11ll'lIl'utll .. ,1 

tantrums nonetheless embody the threat that postl110defll poses tn othl'I -- pel hap:-. ail 

other -- common semlotic structures, While the cntlcs 1 have chosl'n 10 Il'Plt'St'Ilt typl' B 

present a bleak evaluation of po:-.t-mdustnal -;oclety. Jame:-.on IIlsl~h that pOStIlHIl!ellll'>lll 

could insplfe a "new radical cultural politlCs" whidl, becau-;e 01 Ils l~qllalllatlon 01 

previous hierarchies, "would endow the mdivlclual sublect with .,Olllt' ncw hl'Ightcllcd 

sense of its place in the global -;y-;tem" (Jameson 50). 

However, thi-; equahzatlOl1 of previously hierarchJl:al discourse:-. 1-; hardly wltholll 

its problems, Charles Taylor cOl1telld., that It is dangerou., to cli1l111latc the "lImltollS of 

signifkance" against which one makes one's decl-;lOn:-. ('raylOl :N) FOI dl'l'I-;lIl1l., tn have 

meaning in ~oclety, one reqUire-; a certam hOIlZOIl of ,>h,lfl~d vallll''> to dl'>Ll'ln the 

difference between competing value.,. Illlt~ attcmpt to ohlrtl'Iatc LOIlVl'lltIOllal hll'laldllLal 

fonns of moral and aesthetic valuatIOn -- lIsually hccall.,c Illally of thl'w ,Ill' thololl/!hly 

patrian.:hal and authoritanan -- po~trn()dernism and Il'> ac.,thctll' lIlanIfl',>taUoll p,l,>udll', 

profoundly (though irol1lcally) tlivlallze the vel y proce~~ ot dlSl.CfIlmcnt wll/dl LllltUlal 

criticism seek~ to encourage, For wlthout a "rhetoric ot differcnœ" (Taylor n), 

distinctions between even quite opposite moral, philosophical or artbtic alternatjve~ 

become obscure . 
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Mor~over, Damel Miller contends that postmodernism is "destined to end in 

nihiJism and e11tJ ... m" (Miller 10) becau:-.e it "almost alway~ move/51 from an attack on 

contemporary mattnal Lulture a ... tnvIaI or mauthentic to an Implied (though rarely 

expliclt) dellIgléJtlon of thc ma ...... of the populatIOn who~e culture thh 1"''' (Miller 16). Such 

attemph to cnticlze ma ... :-. capltall ... t culture from this angle too often re:-.ult ln a "critique 

(lI' mas~ industflal culture pet' .\e, whJ(;h has had the effeet of stifling any ... advocacy of 

a Jlotentlal popular alternative .. WI thin . industnal culture" (Miller 176). 

Po:-.tmodenlIsm seeks to glve a voice to those who<;e vlews have never been 

adequately expressed: women, the poor, homosexuals and mmorities. Although there is 

mLlch tha! i~ luudable in this programmatie deconstruction of oppressive moral traditions, 

011(' canllot help but wonder if the postmodern proJect doe.., not go too far in Il') abdication 

of 11101 al hOflLom, If 111 tact the voicc it give<; the oppre~sed is not woefully feeble. One 

find'i oneself a ... h.lIlg whether pa\tlche IS a sufficiently potent, that is to say, entl\;al, tool 

fOl euitui al cntICl:-.m.7
<; 

St.'l.ul.tr lultUlal Clltic:-. have had a lot ta say about Madonna, a woman who has 

hl'come :-.omev./hat l'1ll0kmatll of popular culture aver the past e1ght years. Her prominent 

pO'iition wlthin popular culture has meant that :-.he has al50 become something of an 

honourary amba.,:-.ador tOI ooth .,ecular approaches to popular culture 1 have outlmed. That 

she has been "0 ellthu:-.iastically endorsed (lm} denounced by proponents of both 

~~ Thl' "o-l'alll'd "altl'IIl.ltlve media" represented. for example. by popular labour­
nnclltl.'d pCllOdlcal". tolh. mU:-'lL'. punk rock. and the CBC radio and television services 
lIhl"tJ.l!t' tll.!t tlle llplh1"l!Wn to mainstream popular culture 1S expressed In many other 
l.\Ild pCI Il,IP'' betlcl) \\ ,IY" tllan 1 am able ta di~cu~<; here. 
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approaches illustrates the tremendous ambiguity of her work and the secular responses 10 

it. Brown and Schulze write that 

Madonna provokes multiple and contradictory meanings. 1 S he 1 l'ail be laken 
'straight'. as conformll1g to patriarchy's positiollll1g of wOlllen. lH as leslstin!! Ihat 
subordination. She can be taken as pure commodity ('.,cx sells·). 01 as an 
independent auteur evading the culture indu'itry' ~ l'olllmod tftcat ion ot kmak 
sexuality. (Brown and Schulze l)()) 

Now that 1 have explored and categorized the va nOLIs Cathollc and st~cular 

approaches to Madonna, and have critically examinrd thclr IdiglOlI~. phllosophical and 

sociological foundations, in the next chapter 1 will make ..,OI11t' lllllcludlllg L(11l1parative 

remarks and address very bnetly the relevanl'e of enllll'Iy "cculal (01 Catholid Icsponscs 

to religiously ambiguous popular culture phenomena . 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Conclusion 

1 chose Madonna to represent a parti<.:ular trend in popular culture: the prevalence 

of cxpli<.:itly -;exual Inmgcry. That she '>0 often mixes sexual and Roman Catholic imagery 

makes her an excellent ca.,>e ~tudy for a comparison of the ... ecuJar and Catholic responses 

to the prorl1lncnce of "cxuul imagery III popular culture. Reluctant to augment "Madonna 

Studies", 1 have focused not on her or hel work, but on the respon~es thereto. After 

organizing thcse respollses into the general categories of Catholic and secular, 1 then 

hroke these categories down into various ideal types, explonng thelr ethlcal and 

idcologlcal implicutlOns. ]n so doing, 1 have endeavoured to demonstrate- the distinctive 

fcatlllc:-, (lI' the ... eculal and CatholiL le:-.ponses to this aspect of popular culture. 

Sn far Ihc IIlslght\ demom.tIated and paradlgm-; employed by the ~oclUI 'iClences 

with lespect 10 popuhll CUltUIC have not had a slglllficant impm:t on religlOus, especially 

Catholll:, scholal:-.hlp. In fau, leliglOu:-, ,>cholars ~eem rl'lULlant to addre<;s popular culture 

at al!.7!! A:-. wei', ,>ocial suentlsts have generally aVOIded analyzing the meagre number 

nI' Il'ltgious Il''>pOI1'il''> 10 popular culture 77 These concludll1g remarks may "hed some 

76 The exceptions to this are Greeley, Warren and Talvacchia. 

77 lInfOllunatl'ly, Icfll'ction on Ihe possible reasons religlOus and secular critics have 
a\'oidcd l'adl nlher on II1IS l'i'iue j" \\l'll beyond the "l'ope of this thesis. 

77 
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light on issues which conœrn both disciplines and which betray the inadequacy of lll11ch 

that has been wntten about religiously provocative elements of popular culture sllch as 

Madonna. 

Within the two general categones of Catholic and secular. wc have explnn'd Ihe 

distinctions between the various Ideal type~. In the process. we havt' LOnsldl'led the 

diversity also manifested by trends withill eal:h ideal typl'. Wc haw <;Cl'n that the Viii iO\ls 

ideal types wahin the larger Catholic and sel:1I1ar l:atcgOllcs rencCl to a WI y laI !!l' dcglCl' 

the internaI ten~ions and dlversity these categories sllstain. Nnw l,hall attclllpl 10 make 

sorne tenable generalizations about the Iwo malll categorIes of analysls. hll wllhoul SOIllC 

conception of a body of responses which can be faifly ca lied "( 'alholic" 01 ''.,cl'ulm'' 

rather than "conservatlve" or "postmodern". the l:ompmativc dimcnsloll ul tills Ihcsis 

would be severely complOlTIlsed. Only aftef slIch a leview can 1 propeJly a<lchcs!'> whethl'I 

or not the largely uni-disciplinary <;ocÎal ,ucntific and Catholic applOat hes 10 Maclonna 

are effective for analyzing rehgiously and Ideologlcally alllhlgllolls :-'()Ci()-lell/!i()lI~ 

phenomena. 

The Catholic and Secular Rcsponses 

One can differentiate between the ('athnllc and ,ccular hodic<; of rCliponsc ln lenllS 

of the aspects of Madonna '" wnrk wIth WhlCh they are mast conccrncd, the <;lIhtcxt( li) 10 

which the cntiL:s are mo ... t ... en,Jtive. 

Despite the slgnifkant differences between the various Catholic re~p()n,cs, the y 

converge on a few major points. The first and most ObVIOUS similarity i .. that the lerrm 
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of reference u<;ed by Catholic cri tics belong to the discipline of Catholic moral theology 

(i.e., not ~el..ular moral philo~ophy). Aeeordingly, most of these eommentaries have 

appcared Hl l..Ontext., whcrclIl the mUJonty of the readers are presumed to be Catholics 

who have sorne tanulJaflty with the Catholic ethical tradition. Secondly, the Catholic 

cri tics bring theu often diametrically opposed interpretations of the Cathohc ethical 

impcl'ative to bear on Madonna's SOCIal ~lgniflcance primarily through evaluation3 of her 

moral influence on 01 depictlOn of modern socIety. Consequently, whde both Greeley and 

the Italian c1eries use terminology from the .,ame moral tradItIon, thelr IIlterpretations of 

Lhcsc words and categorIes are ractic.llly different. FlIlaJly, almost aIl of the Catholic 

commentators addl ess the cxplicltl y rel igious clements of Madonna' s work: her use of 

crucifixes, prayel, rosary beads, stigmata, saints, church choirs and other traditional 

Catholie symbols and ntuals. They ure c1early addressing Madonna as a person about 

whol11 Catholin should be espeeially concclned. 

The :-.eeulal le:-.pnn.,e<; can be asse!'lsed aceording to a similar subtextual analysis. 

By ,1Ild Imge, the :-.cculal Lntle:-. 1 have :-.e1ected are concerned with the balance of power 

in modl'Ill <;OL'Il,ty.7~ Con!'lcqucntly, thelr analyses of Madonna foeus on the hegemonic 

OI anti-hegemolllc manOl'uvre~ Il11pllCltly or exphcitly represented in her work Therefore, 

they t'x a III 1 Ill' M adonna' s WOI k almo<;t sole ly In terms of its ideological implications. 

An:mdlllg to the way 1 (lIVIde .,ecular cultural eriticism, proponents of both ideal types 

A and B cllntend that she l'l'presents thelr own understanding of the way cultural 

'X PaglIa', Jcspon~e i~ somewhat exceptional in that her focus is the ml~lI1terpretation 
nI' l'vladonna and the l':\L'l'S:-'l'S of modern feminist interpretation. However, these foci still 
l't'J'tain III the l1l'gt'l11nny of cultural and hermeneutical conventions. 
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hegemony is either resisted (through semiotic "guerilla warfare") or maintallled (through 

the fragmentation of semlotic codes). Theil respective VISIOns of tht.' 1l'fI1:-.t .Igenda kad 

them to quite dist1l1ct interpretatIOns of Madonna: hUI they :-.hare .1 llllllllHlIl Idt.'lllngll'ai 

frame of reference and an mterest 111 her work', gcnder-pohtlCal lI11pltl.lIH1I1S FlIlally, 

apart from Fiske's somewhat cursory and leductlvl' con~\(krallOn, :-.el'llial L1IIÎcs ale not 

very interested in the explicitly Catholic lInagl'ry l'Vldl'nt 111 her lexls.'·1 

Cumparisun and Conclusion 

That Catholic and secular critics are sensitive 10 vastly diffelent dimellsiolls 01 

Madonna's work (and popular culture in general) ~hould corne as no SlIIpl'lSl'. Cll'ally, 

Catholic and secular critics opera te with ul1lquc :-.ets 01 pnoritics and plesupposltlons. My 

goal in this thesis was not to Illustrate thi~ lather ohviolls lact. Rather, l ,>ullmll that Iht' 

comparative approach 1 have employed ha., dcmonstrated the f undallll'Illai lIladl'qllaly of 

cultural cnticism of religiously amhiguolls popular phelloJl1ena WlllLll lellC'> (',u'!USi!'I'!V 

on eaher secular or Catholic per.,pCLtlve.,. FOI a <,-cllalll hcnllenclIllL,tl 111'>111<11 ily is thc 

main weakness of the secular and CatholIc approache., 1 have L<l!l.,H!t-It'd 

By ignoring or underratrng the explIcltly ('atho\rc lealllfe., (JI Madol1na \ work, 

secular crith.:s overlook a sub.,tantial paIt of her cultural "1!!lllticuncc. Aller ail, the 

popularity of her work is at least paru aIl y attributablc 10 habits ot Ihoughl (lI, 10 lise a 

79 Fiske does not attend ta the independent cultural power of Cathnlic ,ymhols. For 
him. Madonna's U'ie of Catho)ici~m i'i Just another examp)c of her paroell<'- praxi.,. 
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'lemiotit.: term, code~ of ~lgntfïeatJOn derived from traditional Catholicism,30 

Moreover, the polaflty of tradJtlOnal Catholieism and overt erotieism IS not merely one 

in~tancc of pOldfl7aIlOn, a.., J·i..,ke J111plle'\, but one ot the elemental polantie.., in our culture 

trol1l w/m:h many ()ther~ have ~prung So cleeply entrenched 1.., thi~ binary opposition that 

the sexual more..; of 1110'\t North Al1leflcan~ are conclltlOned by elther an institutional (i.e" 

a P/Otestant) or personal reactlOll against, or a nostalgie yearning for ... o-called "traditional 

sexual moralJty",XI The semiotit.: terrain of popular culture stIll eVldenees significant 

('atholic feature..;, regardless of the hi ">lOi ieal tran~formatlon~ and scholarly mdifference 

expheitly Catholic "signs" have !'>ll~tallled. 

As seclllanzation make~ its pre~enee felt throughout the academy, the religious 

subtext of socIal phenomena may be neglceted, but probably never effaced altogether. The 

Catholie slgns, ~ymbol~ and ntuab may, as Nathan ... on \uggests, ~llnply go undelground 

fOI a perJod, only 10 reappeal III populal culture X2 For d!'> Madonna' ... Cathohc critics 

attest, the Ion!! and inlhll'nll.d \t'1ll10tIC, u.:onographical and elhlcal hl~tOly of Catholieism 

l't'SUI laces wilh a\tOlIl\hlll)! Il'gulanty 111 popular CUItUIC That 1T10~t \ceula! cntles do not 

concern themsl'lw!'> \VIth the nullions of Madonna ' ... tan~ whmc attractIOn to Madonna 

almost eertainly has :-.omethll1g 10 do with the enduring II1fluence of Catholic ~:gns and 

~eI11i(ltic systel11~ leple~ents a ~enous deficlency 111 their analyse~. One cannot help but 

HU Sel' Nathanson (17lJ) for an excellent discussion of this sort of relatlOnship. 

MI "'1' J' 1 1" II . d ' la(IItlOna mOla Ity norma y connotes romantlClze VlSlon~ of pre-modem 
sOl'Ît'ty 111 which, not coincldentally. Roman \.lthnhcism exerted considerably more 
IIlflllt'IIl'l' O\'l'r sonal and mm al in .. wutlOI1S (e.g , "famlly values") than it does today. 

~~ Nathan ... on':-. tn.t elabOlatt'ly I1ll1\trates thls process. 
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wonder how much more nuanced their sl:holarshlp would he If they took tlll' cultural 

persistence and tran"formation of religlOus IInagery or slgn'i 11101t' ,t'llol!';ly 

Concerning Madonna ':\ Catholic L'r If Ir-;, except Int T.ilvacdlla. they havl' bl'l'Il 

overwht" ningly preoccupled \VIth hel 11101 al .1I1d/ot 'itI Ictl y Cathnltl 'Ign 1 flcanct'. 

Madonna has been deSCllbed as an "lI1tïdei .\11d il bla~pheml'I" (l.l'pOll' III A Ir",,, 1 141) 

as weIl as a Catholic fenuni~t (Greeley IlJXX, !r,()) lckhl\\tlllg "tll\.' ,allt'l\lt'nla1llY Isicl 

of human erotH':I~m" (16X). Moreover, her work has bccn charal:tenzl'd hy ('atholtc CI Hies 

as everythmg from a "peep show for a culture of voyelll 'i" (Cash 6) 10 "vulgallly \VllhllUI 

limits" (LeVI in Alcazar 141) to a violatIOn of "good laste and dccenly" U: O.\·St'II',/fOl'e 

Romano 6) to an amblguous critique of patriarchal soclely (Talvaechia) 

Since question., of so-called publtc l110raltty prcolllipy 1l1()~t 01 the ('"tholte I.ntics 

we have surveyed, they tend to negleet tht' plevalent I(kologKal di1l1t'n~I()1l 01 popular 

culture. While mOlal l'valuatIon" of populal culture may explore or dUlldatl' thl' 

problematie ITIlcropolitical dimen"ion" of a tl'xl or Illd iVldual. t hey ale (jUIll' IIlSutf icit'Ilt 

for situating :-.uch a phenomenon In a lultllle', plllllicai elollomy x \ Ikcause Ihl'y 

approach culture From oppo"Ite '>Ide,> 01 an lllherently ,lp()logetll dehale Whllh '>l'd" l'llhcI 

to condemn or commend modelll "ncll'ty, advolilte:-. (lI h(lth IIIl' L Oll'l'I vallve-

condemnatory and liberal-affirmative Ideal type:-. tend ln plOdulC allaly,>l':-' III which 

Madonna, her fans, and the culture they be'ipeak bel.,oml' caricatulc"i of clccadclICl! or 

Xl For contemporary "ceular \lwral phtlo,>opher." "morall"'>uc,>" lIIay I/lLludc l'COIl(JIJlIl 
and ideological clement" a,> weil a" the "talldard cthlcal and/or wll)!lolJ" e1elllenh (('1. 

Stout). However. Illû,>t ot the Catholll moral tlll~()I()~lall" 1 have \lIrVl'yl'd 1(',>lnl,,( 
themselvc\ either to deuntologllal or more traclltlollally 'moral" prohh·/Il .... TIll'. tCIHkllCy 
effectively ob"lure, the larger and Illherent Ideologll.!1 dllllen'>I()1l (JI 1I11l/dl 1'>'>lIt:'> 



ext:elJence. For example, among t:onservative-t:ondemnatory Catholic L:ritics (and they are 

by far the maJonty) the morality-of-Madonna is~ue categoncally excludes .... y possibility 

of amhlgulty, any Ilkelihood that her populanty might "lgmfy ~omething other than the 

~upertïLlallty of her fan-;, the dormnatlon of the medIa, or the moral decay of western 

CIVllizalion.K4 

It would appear that Madonna'.., social significance may not be clearly discerned 

until one has explored the economic, sociological ideological and moral implications of 

her texts.H~ For North Amerit:an popular L:ulture is a profoundly global entlty whose 

signs and media are ubiquitous and whose influence on North American cultural 

institutions cannot be fully appreciated by the two main Catholic approaches. Catholic 

moral analy'ics balcly snatch the surface of popular culture (and the cultural commodities 

assocIated thclcwith) ancl morcover ru 1 the n~k of further alienating contemporary youths 

who ,lie increa:-'lI1gly "tu/led into" , burgconing internatIOnal (though originally North 

Amcrican) popular LlIlturc. 

Thl'lt" ail' .It ka~t Iwo way'i 10 respond to the demonstrated shortcomings of the 

Catholir and :-,cl'lIlar dpplnacht''i to popular culture. The tirst response stems from the 

libcIaI soclOloglcal tl adiuon and entalls a celebration of the hermeneutical diversity 

l'Illhodied III the Iwo Lategorie~. Thi~ approadl mall1tall1~ that the ll1ultiplicity of statie 

hermeneutical pO"'ltlons and presuppositIOns guaralltee'i that each response will reveal a 

1\4 This l'oncentratlOll also tends to ignore the global and non-Catholic (in faet, 11011-

Christian) audlcl1l:e M.ldonna has atuacted. 

~~ lt ~~t'I11S to mt' that this assertion holds true for any popular culture phenomenon. 
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different dimension of the text under consideration. 111erefOle. PUOhL di-;l'lllllSl' is 

enriched by a moral pluralism in which the cultural "leader" h.ls the Llllllpll'll' flcl'dom 

and responsibility to discern which of a panoply of perspcl:t1ves she 01 hl' will :\1'L'Cpt 01 

reject. 

A second way ta deal with the apparent Im:k of C011llllUIlIcatÎoll and/or 

understanding between the secular and Catholic pClspectives is ln argm' that III practÎl:l' 

this diversity tends to 1ll1tlgate against aulhenuc II1ICHhsclplinary disClIs-;ion CunHal y 10 

the ubove approach WhICh fortifie,> the walls built oetween (and Wlthll1) the senllar .ml! 

religious worlds, thi,> appro<ich -;eeks ta foster constIuct 1 ve dialogue Iwtwcen Id iglOUS and 

secular scholars. Here dlYersIty is appreclated, but "uhOldinated tn dlscus~J()n. 

This approach as"ert~ that the occasional myopla dWraLt(,II~tIC or thc Cathnlic and 

secular perspectIves on popular culture IS Ilot, desplte the eVl(lenu~, a I1cCl's'lary hy­

product of cultural critlcI~m. ln fact, thelc IS gond It'a-;on to "u~pt'Lt Iha! the ,>tay-III-yolll­

own-neighbourhood method of cultUlal cnticl'>lll 1'> '>"l1ply oh,>o!ell' hll Ihl' cultural 

dimate 111 WhlCh thl'> th,>upline fiI1(b Ihelt 1'> now very dJftlllllt 10 lllldt'I,>talld hy U'>lIlg 

conventional um-dl,>upllllury approache~ WhlCh have tl;(chtlOllally OVt'!I()oked 1IIlpolt.lllt 

cultural nuance~. Con~e4uently, LonventlOnal hermenclIliLal (I.l:., tracl! liollal 1 dIgit lIl,> 01 

secular) paradIgm~ whlch do not \eriollsly take (lIttrrent methodologies and II1'>lght-; 11110 

t:onsiderauon are becoming increasingly anachroni~tIL 

Commenting on the -;ecular approache ... to Madonna, Sean Cubltl wrÎle,> that "the 

analysis either of ~tyle as ,>urface withollt depth 1 type B \, or of marketing mouve" a\ the 

t:ore of the mUSIC bU'>lIles"i Itype AI. IS inac!e4uate 10 the under-;tanding of lllcanlllg 
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productIOn" in her videos (Cubitt 54). Cubitt alludes here to the trend towards what 1 

dc!'>crihcd 111 the \ccond chapter a~ a "radlcal-critlcaJ" approach to cultural criticism. Such 

a movcment 1\ l.ntil.al ln that Jt propo~e\ that popular culture functIOns m both hberating 

and opprc'i~ive manner\. f'urthcrmore, Il 1\ radICal 111 that it critiques the role of capItalism 

ln western l.ulturc. Endorsmg thl~ prolTIl!'>lI1g movement in cultural cntidsm, David 

Tetzlaff writes thut 

wc are not gOlflg to :-.tart the rcvolutlOn by getting people to li~ten to Sl.hoenberg. 
Nor do wc need newcr, better. more progressive pop texts ... .1 thmk we have plenty 
ot ll10deb ot popular pl al tlle with cnucal potential. The problem is to pry that 
potentlal out trom the gledter "y"tem of capitahst pop culture that subverts It with 
nausl'ating regulailly (Tel/141ft 32)1<6 

Kathleen Talvacdlla's re~ponse represents an exception to the moralistic 

disposition prevalllllg among lontempori.lly Catholic critics. For her analysis of Madonna 

is openly CatholJc yel truly ruchcal-cntlcal. It eVldences her grasp on the Cathohc, moral 

and ideologlcal i:-.sucs IInplicitly and explicItly involved ln Madonna'!,> texts. Talvacchta's 

allowanœ fOI amhlguity doe:-. Ilot, however. dull her IUCld di 'icernment of the problematic 

features of Madunna's work. Of ail the responses 1 have lead, Talvacchia'" represents the 

most effectiVl' and balanced way to approach popular culture from within a religious 

tramcwoi k hut with disciplined reference to and utilization of social scientific 

perspectives. 

SI. COllCermng thr int1uentIal .,tram of feminist cultural cntlclsm, Shelagh Young 
wrÎtes. "If ft'11111l1\111 1" ln remalll .1 radical or subversive political force women cannot 
.!ffllid tn '1111(11)' t'Illul.lte etthrl the Old Left's dismis'ilVe disdall1 for mass culture or the 
Nt'\\ Ldt'" app.lIt'ntl) IIllh~cJlmlllLlte endol\ement of anythmg that appears to be popular" 
CY l1ung 17S) 
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Jeffrey Stout argues that in malOstream culture previously ~acrosanct boundm les 

(and relations) between 1I1dlvlduals. comIl1ul11tit's. values. Idea~. l'te. ,11 c: bl'Cllm11lg more 

and more arbltrary. Consequent!y, he argues thm hoth le!Jgiol1~ ,md sl'culal 1"1IItl11,tlUlIll:-

will increasingly and necessarily partlClpale III \Vhat he L"all~ "IllOlul bl1l"lll.lge", the 

eclectie stltching together of vanous -;u<1nd·, 01 our '\:omplicated '>'Kial and l"onn'pllwl 

inheritance" (Stout 2<)::) to form a cohe~ive -ethical vl~ion. Seculi.lr n Itil:~ l'ontl\lually 

emphasize Madonna 's blurring of truàitional gender positions, hel lise ot pa~ltd\l' 01 

parody ta incorporate or Juxtapose prevlOLIs lexts in her work. Although she i" IlhvlOusly 

not a cultural CI (tic hcrself (or at least nd a very arttclliate onc), the i1mhlglllty thal 

Madonna promotes may in faet represent an example 01 mOI al hl icolage.x1 As laI' as 

popular cultme is conlerned, any proccss of critical 11100al hricolagc is ohstllll.:ted by the 

faet that two of the mall1 hranche .... of cultural lfItlCISIll -- the ('atholic and the :-.cculat --

retain the wall .. whlch "eparate them Wlth a lew exception,>, tht' plt'ccding analysis of 

the debate sllIToundlllg Madollna reveals th<1t al lea~t 1'01 now, ('atho!Jc and ,>cculaI CI itics 

are content to '>peak Ihelr own languuge:-. to thcir own pcople. 

87 It IS quite unckar whethe,1 "he 1I11l'Il(i.\ tn engage 111 "moral bm,ola!-,(''', But wltether 
or not Madonna i" "Imply a blank "creen on whit..h academlc\ ,wd thcoIO)!I:\IJ" PlOlt>ct 
their vIsions of the eXlellence or decadencc (Jf 11l()(krn culture, dt thl' wry Je,.., t, "he 
t:hamplOns a "more aniblguoU,> ,>ort ot model" ut wOl1lunh()oe! thall tho,>t: normally 
aVUllable III popular ullture ':Pratt 3X), 
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