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Community and the Culture Industry

By AAC Puryear

In their signature work, The Dialectic of Enlightenment, Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer wrote extensively on the culture industry as a means “to call attention
to the industrialization and commercialization of culture under capitalist relations of
production” (Kellner 1). Essentially, they believed that “Culture today is infecting
everything with sameness” (Adorno, Horkheimer 94), and rather than creating new pieces
of art, culture, and entertainment, the culture industry churns out replicated products with
only slights variations time and time again, and “the truth that they are nothing but
business is used as an ideology to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce”
(Horkheimer, Adorno 95).

This mirrors the attitude of Jeff Winger, a fraudulent lawyer attending Greendale
Community College in NBC’s Thursday night half-hour comedy Community. Jeff
initially serves as the show’s protagonist and anti-hero; in the first episode we learn he
has lost his license as a lawyer because he was caught with an illegitimate bachelor’s
degree. Although he does go to community college to obtain it, his goal is to manipulate
the people at Greendale to cheat his way through school. After forming a study group for
a Spanish class in the pilot episode, Winger admits his deceitful ways to the group by
saying, “That’s what I do, I make things up, and I used to get paid a lot of money to do
it.” Now, while in the context of being lawyer, Jeff’s livelihood sounds unethical,
dishonest, and downright terrible. And yet, every producer, writer, and director on any

television show could make the same statement to describe his or her own job. And much



like how the other study group members react to Jeff, we as a body of consumers come to
accept television creators’ work of making things up with relative ease, even though they
are just as deceptive as Jeff.

Television, particularly the situation comedy, is the epitome of Adorno and
Horkheimer’s culture industry; every week a new episode airs with the same actors on the
same set. Douglas Kellner writes that Adorno and Horkheimer “[a]nticipat[ed] that
television would be a prototypical artifact of industrialized culture” (3), and the two
Frankfurt scholars themselves declared that the medium would “intensify the
impoverishment of aesthetic matter so drastically, that by tomorrow the thinly veiled
identity of all industrial culture products can come triumphantly out into the open” (97).
Community calls attention to this industrial nature of television; the show frequently
comments on how our culture saturates itself in popular pieces of television and
illuminates both the dangers and rewards of this behavior. One could say in some sense
that it even exposes the culture industry for the money-making machine that it is, but by
examining the consumption practices of the television series’ major characters, we will
see over the course of this study, whether intending to or not, Community actually
enforces the culture industry and continues the hegemonic practices television has now
utilized for several decades.

Kellner provides a brief synopsis of early Frankfurt school thought in America
when he writes:

Victims of European fascism, the Frankfurt school experienced first hand

the ways that the Nazis used the instruments of mass culture to produce

submission to fascist culture and society. While in exile in the United

States, the members of the Frankfurt school came to believe that American

media culture was also highly ideological and worked to promote the
interests of U.S. capitalism. Controlled by giant corporations, the culture
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industries were organized according to the strictures of mass production,

churning out products that generated a highly commercial system of

culture, which in turn sold the values, life-styles, and institutions of

capitalism. (2)

On a very basic level, Community does reflect a few ideals of American culture.
The show’s seven main characters represent a melting pot of various races, religions,
ages, and a fairly equal representation of gender, thus providing the ideal image of
diversity one would hope to see in America. It is also set at a community college, which
emphasizes higher education, which has become increasingly prevalent in modern
America, but the community aspect places it in such a venue that makes higher education
accessible to all. But most importantly, Community, as a piece of this culture industry,
promotes the consumption of television by mocking it as early as the first episode. After
conning his love interest Britta into a Spanish study group, Jeff is approached by an
elderly black woman, and thinking that she has just heard the entire conversation he just
had with Britta, he asks her, “Shouldn’t be too hard to fake a study group, right?” When
the woman informs him that she has no idea what he is talking about, Jeff defends
himself by offering the following concession: “I was raised on TV and I was conditioned
to believe that every black woman over fifty is a cosmic mentor.” It can easily be argued
that Jeff conveys an ideology of cultural awareness; he understands the effects mass
culture has on himself and others, and as a result, he is less prone to delusion. In several
Community episodes, the study group, as well as the rest of Greendale, is pulled into an
alternate reality of some kind, and Jeff is usually the first one to come back to reality. In
“Messianic Myths and Ancient Peoples”, Jeff is deemed the dad figure of the study group

early in the episode and a later scene in the study room parodies the typical TV family.

While the rest of the members of the group squabble and argue, Jeff sits off to himself
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reading a newspaper and occasionally utters commands in a stereotypical dad fashion; at
a certain point in the scene, he recognizes the comparison to a real family and
immediately pulls out himself out of it.

Jeff also serves as a voice of reason, both using common sense and society’s over-
exposure to television as a means to keep everyone from getting too cartoonish. When the
group tries to help Abed, a very socially awkward character who will be discussed in
further detail later in this study, woo a girl in the episode “Physical Education”, Jeff
attempts to put a stop to it when he says “We’ve all seen enough after-school specials and
Fat Albert to know that Abed only needs to be himself.” He provides these cultural truths
for his peers as early as the pilot episode, evidenced in his speech where he reflects, “We
are the only species on earth that observes Shark Week... People can connect with
anything. We can sympathize with a pencil, we can forgive a shark, and we can give Ben
Affleck an Academy Award for Screenwriting.” These statements alone provide a solid
insight into human behavior in relation to the culture industry: despite the fact that we are
constantly subjected to the same images, we can bestow value, or what Adorno calls a
“hidden meaning” upon anything. The cultural producers do not intend to create this
meaning, instead it “emerges simply by the way the story looks at human beings; thus the
audience is invited to look at the characters in the same way without being made aware
that indoctrination is present” (224). But why do audiences let themselves succumb to
this? Jeff Winger can provide the answer for that too. From the same “Pilot” speech, he
declares, “People can find the good in just about anything but themselves... You are all
better than you think you are. You’re just designed not to believe it when you hear it from

yourself.” Our culture conditions us not to take value in ourselves but instead to receive it
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from others, and if and when we do not receive this value, we use popular culture as an
“attempt to escape reality” (Lowenthal 42).

In a sense, Jeff Winger is Community’s Frankfurt School perspective on popular
culture and the culture industry. With a realism-based intellect, he peels back the layers
of cultural hegemony to show what is truly there. However, Jeff is often seen as deceitful;
even though he becomes a more honest character over the course of the thirty-six
episodes that have currently aired, he still shows signs of the lying lawyer as late as the
second season’s episode “Conspiracy Theories and Interior Design” when he is exposed
for faking an independent study. It is almost as if the writers are telling us not to trust Jeff
or the Frankfurt perspective, and in turn, they give us another side to the cultural debate
which they hope we will follow in the form of the character Abed. He serves as a
representation of American society’s over-indulgence in popular culture, a deep and
complex portrayal that takes the viewer a while to dissect and fully comprehend. Initially
presented as a very socially awkward character who might possibly have a mental
disorder, Abed admits that he has a hard time connecting to people; he “use[s] movies
and TV shows to talk to people”, because “the day-to-day world ma[kes] no sense to
[him]” (“Contemporary American Poultry”). He frequently cites movies and TV shows
whenever something happens to him or his friends in the study group, such as comparing
Jeff and Britta to Friends’ Ross and Rachel in “Modern Warfare” and likens the entire
study group to The Breakfast Club in the pilot episode. There are moments in the series
where we see Jeff and Abed’s representative ideologies clash: such as in “Accounting for
Lawyers”:

Jeff: Is it just me or is this campus getting more cartoonish everyday?
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Abed: Yeah, it’s exciting. I painted a tunnel on the side of the library.
When it dries, I’'m going for it.

While both characters recognize their school’s ridiculous descent into pop cultural
imitation, their reactions hit opposite ends of the spectrum. Jeff yearns to go back to his
old lifestyle as a corporate lawyer and leave Greendale and its increasingly cartoonish
ways behind him, whereas Abed looks to fully embrace it as soon as he can.

Now, at a first glance, it would look like Abed’s character and behavior further
enforce the Frankfurt perspective that Jeff represents; he appears to be a cautionary tale
of how overexposure to popular culture can cripple your humanity, and if Abed indeed
followed Jeff’s “People can find the good in anything but themselves” model, he would
be that cautionary tale. However, Abed, on both basic and advanced levels, makes use of
his culture consumption that can be viewed positively. For starters, he reveals in
“Physical Education” that he has “self-esteem flowing out of his butt”, so he can find the
good in himself and has little need to escape to popular culture, and Abed is also a
student filmmaker, so his comprehensive fascination with popular culture has practical
uses as well. Yet, it goes even further than that. In the episode “Debate 109, Troy,
another member of the study group, reveals to the rest that Abed has been making a series
of short films entitled The Community College Chronicles, which feature all of the study
group characters in the exact scenarios they experience in Community, or from their point
of view, real life. After watching a video that mirrors the storyline of the preceding
week’s episode “Home Economics”, the following conversation takes place:

Britta: We had almost that exact conversation last week.

Troy: Yeah, but Abed posted this video two weeks ago.
Shirley: That boy’s a soothsayer!
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Abed later defends himself, explaining that he has no ability to foretell the future,
but instead is merely “a student of human character”. He continues, “I know you guys all
so well that I can predict your behavior”. Abed’s obsession with popular culture
translates into insightful practical uses that can help advance his skill as a filmmaker and
his relations with other people. Abed refutes many of the Frankfurt school scholars and
other cultural theorists’ statute that popular culture “reduces to people to an attitude of
passivity” (Lowenthal 29). Instead, Abed’s consumption stimulates him and encourages
him to create new pieces of entertainment. Abed’s character suggests that yes, the
Frankfurt scholars are right that popular culture affects us, but it can be used to creative,
practical, and positive means. Furthermore, we are led to trust Abed because he never
deceives us, unlike Jeff and his seemingly villainous portrayal of Frankfurt school
thought.

Now perhaps if the depth of Abed’s pop culture fixations ended here, he would
represent to audiences nothing more than a quirky filmmaker. If Abed simply translated
the events of his real life into films and nothing more, he would be fine. Unfortunately,
Abed’s complexity is much, much deeper, and as a result, he becomes a much more
influential and dangerous character to Community audiences. In “Physical Education”,
Abed shows the group that he is capable of channeling different TV personalities, such as
when he emulates Mad Men’s Don Draper to show how he can hit on a girl. He takes this
a step further by creating a spot-on impersonation of Jeff, and his process for doing so
involves breakng Jeff down into specific cultural icons: “Ten percent Dick Van Dyke,
twenty percent Sam Malone, forty percent Zach Braff from Scrubs, thirty percent Hilary

Swank in Boys Don’t Cry”. Abed can essentially label his friends into a conglomeration
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of pop culture characters and abandon his own personality in the process, and he justifies
this behavior later in the episode by saying “when you really know who you are and what
you like about yourself, changing for other people isn’t such a big deal.” Jeff’s response
to this, after a whole episode of telling Abed to be himself, is acceptance and adoration:
“Abed, you’re a god.” Despite the powers of manipulation Jeff possesses as an intelligent
lawyer and smooth talker, he cannot hold a candle to Abed. In every ideological faceoff,
Abed ends up being the one with the power, such as in “Contemporary American
Poultry”. Abed takes a scheme initially conceived by Jeff and, while driven by his own
cultural influences, uses it to take social control over the entire school.

Adorno writes “the psychoanalytic concept of a multilayered personality has been
taken up by cultural industry” and “that the concept is used in order to ensnare the
consumer as completely as possible” (223). Abed, not Jeff, is the character who entices
the audiences and keeps their attention, and after a year of following Jeff’s story of
redemption and love triangles, the Community writers begin to hatch their plan to demote
the lawyer in favor of the pop-culture-crazed filmmaker in the Season 2 opener
“Anthropology 101”. At the end of a very heated scene, Abed says, “I can tell life from
TV, Jeff. TV makes sense. It has structure, logic, rules, and likable leading men. In life,
we have this. We have you.” Not only is Abed able to assert his dominance as a cultural
perspective, but his comments further blur the lines between reality and popular culture.
The last half of his quotation suggests to audiences that what they have just seen transpire
on their TV sets is a reflection of reality itself, not a poor, orchestrated mimicry of it. By
convincing audiences of this reflection, they stop seeing television as a product and the

culture industry becomes an invisible construct.

Community and the Culture Industry



Abed also sets forth the vision for Community’s second season in this episode:
“I’m hoping we can move away from the soapy relationship-y stuff and into bigger, fast-
paced, self-contained escapades.” These escapades to which he refers are Community’s
trademark parody episodes, which have been hailed by critics everywhere. As of now,
Community has attempted three fully integrated parody episodes, in which a specific
movie or television genre is parodied throughout the entire episode. Their first parody
was “Modern Warfare”, which aired near the end of the first season; the episode takes a
campus-wide paintball game and frames it within the action/post-apocalyptic genre.
According to critics, the episode “simultaneously savaged and celebrated an entire
cinematic genre, producing an almost-perfect (and hilarious) action movie” (Ostroff).
Another critic celebrates “Not only was it hysterically funny and crammed with cool
stunts and hundreds of references to iconic movies from 72 to Scarface, but it looked like
a big budget summer blockbuster” (Krakow). Critics hail the episode for its ability to
copy other forms, or essentially, to know its place within the culture industry; viewers
like the episode because it looks like a piece of popular culture they have already seen. In
Season 2, Community has already aired two more fully integrated parodies, both of which
are centered around a particular holiday. “Epidemiology” is a Halloween episode that
spoofs the zombie genre, which one critic praised for “lift[ing] the show to new heights”
(Rosenberg), and “Abed’s Uncontrollable Christmas” is an entirely stop-motion animated
episode that pays homage to Christmas specials like Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer;
this episode prompted a critic to proudly say, “Community has proven they can do just

about anything, no matter how bizarre, and make it hilarious and special” (Furlong).
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Now, one might think that these parody episodes, while clearly being products
influenced by the culture industry, would be meta-theatrical enough to draw attention to
the fact that these are installments of a fictional TV show, thus absolving from any guilt
of having hegemonic sway. Yet, these episodes may in fact represent the most dangerous
aspects of Community’s hegemonic nature and blurring between popular culture and
reality. Adorno writes that television “often operat[es] under the guises of fake realism”
(213), and Community, despite its fantastical parodies, is no exception. None of the
parody episodes exist within an alternate reality of the show; they are supposed to be part
of realistic fiction narrative of seven students attending community college. Producer Dan
Harmon tells a reporter that even though the episode is in stop-motion, “Abed’s
Uncontrollable Christmas” is “not a dream. It still exists within the reality of the show”
(Stanhope). The show can pull this off, because in addition to their fully integrated
parody episodes, they have partially integrated ones as well, usually facilitated by Abed.
Before “Modern Warfare” ambitiously premiered, the three episodes preceding it paid
homage to popular cultural forms. The first was “The Science of Illusion”, in which
Annie and Shirley join the campus security team which Abed compares to a buddy cop
film, but adds that it is “a twist on a classic formula. Normally, with buddy cops, one’s a
stickler and the other’s a renegade, but these two have equal claim to both roles”;
throughout the episode, Annie and Shirley attempt to solve a case, but they get in the way
of each other as they try to live up to Abed’s renegade role. While all this is happening,
Abed watches from a close distance as if it were a movie. Jonah Krakow describes the
next two episodes “Contemporary American Poultry” and “The Art of Discourse” as “the

virtual remake of Goodfellas... with Abed as Henry Hill” and “an episode-long reference
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to Animal House” where Abed creates a list of “everything movies have taught [him] that
comprises a successful first year of college” respectively. In these partially integrated
episodes, the realistic activity of these characters attending community college still takes
place, whereas in “Modern Warfare” and its Season 2 counterparts, the entire setting is
fully absorbed by the genre it sets out to parody. We are still led to believe these things
could happen to these people in real life, because it is explained in realistic terms.
“Modern Warfare” is a paintball game that everyone treats as a life-or-death situation,
because they all are driven to win the wondrous prize of priority registration for next
semester’s classes. In “Epidemiology”, people are infected with a zombie-like virus and a
doctor is able to explain it as “a rabies-related pathogen affecting the prefrontal cortex of
the brain causing hyper-aggression”. Abed really does see his entire world in stop-motion
animation in “Abed’s Uncontrollable Christmas” due to an emotional attack he undergoes
before the episode begins, and most of the rest of the group plays along with it.
Essentially, Community is providing realistic justification for all these parody episodes to
exist within a world that greatly resembles our own. Todd VanDerWorff explains in his
review of the Christmas episode that Community “is really dedicated to telling a
straightforward version of whatever genre it's engaging with but also creating an episode
of Community that engages with the characters on a personal level.” They succeed in
being fantastical and realistic at the same time. These episodes are becoming more and
more prevalent and are emerging as a staple of how to tell these characters’ stories,
serving as an example for Jay Martin’s analogy of how “like children who demand only
food they have enjoyed in the past, the listener whose hearing had regressed could

respond only to a repetition of what he had heard before” (190). Much like modern
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Americans, Community itself has escaped into the realm of popular culture. It, too, is
getting “passed through the filter of the culture industry” (Horkheimer, Adorno 99). Even
Jeff, our closest example to Adorno and company, is tainted by the popular culture he
consumes.

Even still, Community will do an episode or two where pop culture integration
plays little to no role, but these episodes can still be mined for just as much commentary
on the hegemony of culture and our desire to escape to it all the same. In “Mixology
Certification”, the gang goes to a bar to celebrate Troy’s twenty-first birthday, and the
end result is anything but a happy birthday. Annie, only being nineteen, obtains a fake ID
to get into the bar, impersonates the girl in her fake ID, and at the end of the episode, she
admits that she did this “because I didn’t want to be me. I did it because I’m not sure who
I 'am.” When the culture industry ceases to permeate our lives, as in the case of
“Mixology Certification”, we see just how messy the real world can be and how strong
our desires to return the comfort of popular culture.

And up until now, we have seen that Abed can be the exception to this rule; even
if his actions may blur the lines between pop culture and reality for characters and
viewers alike, he claims to be capable of separating the two, but it becomes clear in
“Abed’s Uncontrollable Christmas” that he may not always want to keep them separate.
Out of all the parody episodes, this stop-motion installment is the most provocative, as it
represents the power a dissatisfied consumer can have over himself. Abed believes he is
supposed to find the meaning of Christmas, and as a result, he and his friends have
become stop-motion animated, but by the end of the episode his psychiatrist Professor

Duncan reveals to him, “Thinking there was something you could do to save Christmas,
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turning yourself into an animated character in search of the holiday’s meaning: these
were mechanisms you used to escape this: this Christmas card.” Duncan reveals the card
in question, and we learn it is from Abed’s mother; she explains that she will not spend
Christmas with him because she would rather be with her new family. Duncan continues
with a commentary of Christmas that echoes Jeff’s perspective of attributing value to an
object: “This is what Christmas does to people. We put too much meaning into it, and it
lets us down.”

And yet, while he is trying to help Abed come to grips with reality, Duncan is
portrayed as the villain of the episode. The group comes to Abed’s aid to support him in
his fantasy and to get rid of Duncan. The following section of dialogue explains their
rationale:

Duncan: This is ridiculous. You are enabling a delusion!

Jeff: The delusion you are trying to cure is called Christmas, Duncan.

Annie: It’s the crazy notion that the longest, coldest, darkest nights can be

the warmest and brightest.

Britta: Yeah, and when we all agree to support each other in that insanity,

something even crazier happens.

Annie: It becomes true.

This is not the first time the study group encourages delusional behavior. In
“Cooperative Calligraphy”, an episode that emulates the bottle episode format, the group
tears apart the study room, and in an emotional sense, each other, in search of a purple
pen that Annie believes one of the group members stole. By the end of the episode,
everyone is emotionally distraught, and Annie admits she would rather not “think that
any one of us might be this inconsiderate”, so as an alternative solution, Jeff muses,

“Something impossible seems more likely.” He passes the torch of manipulation to the

innocent Troy who suggests a ghost took the pen, and in order to justify this to his
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friends, Troy explains, “it’s a lot like the movie Paranormal Activity”. The others are
easily persuaded by this comparison to popular culture, not necessarily because they
believe it is entirely logical, but because they want to be happy with one another so badly
that they are content to believe something as ridiculous as ghosts, even in the context of a
movie’s artificial construct. Jeff concludes, “If we have to choose between turning on
each other or pinning it on some specter with unfinished pen-related business, I’'m sorry,
but my money’s on [the] ghost.” As Jeff’s speech from the pilot suggests, this group, not
unlike our own real life culture, desires to see the good in the people they care about, and
they are willing to turn to the far-fetched suggestions that popular culture can offer. We
have been conditioned to “identify film with reality” (Horkheimer, Adorno 100), and
when we see the characters who dominate our popular culture doing the same, we believe
this practice is not just permissible, but encouraged.

In summation, it would be appear that the writers and producers of Community are
playing a very clever game. By off-handedly exposing the culture industry and its
hegemonic practices, it lulls the viewer into thinking that he or she is fully aware of the
culture industry’s presence. Unfortunately, the culture industry’s greatest strength lies not
in whether consumers know its presence or not; instead it relies on the growing habit in
consumer behavior, which Abed hints at in his discovery in “Uncontrollable Christmas”:
“The meaning of Christmas is the idea that Christmas has meaning and it can mean
whatever we want.” This statement can apply to any piece of culture. Coupled with Jeff’s
statement that “People can connect to anything”, one can reasonably conclude that people
can give meaning to anything, and this is why the culture industry has the power to

succeed. It can get away with spitting out slight variations or a total repackaging of the
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same product, because we as consumers will always try to find something new in it. In
the end, it is not some lying creep of a lawyer or an imposing piece of popular
entertainment that will deceive us, but our own subconscious obliviously conditioned to

crave the products of the culture industry. We can give meaning to anything.
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