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ABSTRACT

The historiography of consumer culture has split along the lines of hegemony and agency, but this division suggests a simplicity that is not very useful.  A more complex argument suggests that hegemony and agency coexist in the capitalist consumer culture, making historical interpretations that focus solely on hegemony or agency flawed.  The hypothesis that hegemony and agency coexist in capitalist consumer culture can be tested by constructing a narrative that brings together both arguments.  Some historians have explicitly recognized the need for such a representation, but have not made efforts in this direction.  Others have implicitly acknowledged the coexistence of hegemony and agency in their studies of capitalist consumer culture, but their narratives focus on analysis rather than synthesis.  These monographs, moreover, are not accessible to the general public, an audience who would benefit from exposure to historical interpretations of consumer culture.  New media, specifically a hypertext simulation with a public interface and a scholarly apparatus, enables historians to rigorously synthesize the hegemony and agency positions by applying the concept of procedural authorship to consumer culture, while also making this narrative accessible to the general public.  The results of this experimental simulation confirmed the argument that hegemony and agency coexist in the case of white homeownership in 1960 Chicago, but yielded a third category of “exclusion” that more accurately describes the case of African American homeownership in 1960 Chicago.  These results imply the need for additional research in this area of consumer culture historiography.  
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last thirty to forty years, historians have unraveled the tapestry of consumer culture by pulling out individual threads that compose the larger design.  As a result of this analysis, the historiography of consumer culture has split along the lines of hegemony and agency.  The hegemony side argues that consumers are coerced, usually by advertising, into consuming whatever producers want them to, resulting in a homogenous consumer culture.  The agency side argues that consumers have control over not only what they actually buy, but also what they are able to buy, resulting in a diverse consumer culture.  Teasing out the individual components of consumer culture helps us to understand the parts, but not the whole.  

The division between the hegemony and agency arguments suggests a simplicity that is not very useful.  A more complex argument suggests that hegemony and agency coexist in the capitalist consumer culture, making historical interpretations that focus solely on hegemony or agency flawed.  Capitalism provides consumers with a diverse array of products from which to choose.  Although consumer demand influences this selection, choices are ultimately limited to those products that will be profitable for the capitalists to produce.  Despite the hegemonic influences of capitalism, consumers accepted it as the dominant economic system, perhaps because they believed it permitted 

them to have more agency than other options, such as cooperatives.  Furthermore, not all consumers are able to buy what they want because their race, class, or gender inhibits their ability to do so.  

The hypothesis that hegemony and agency coexist in capitalist consumer culture can be tested by constructing a narrative that brings together both arguments, enabling readers to see both the whole and the part at once.  A narrative approach that accounts for the interaction of hegemony and agency in consumer culture might accomplish this.  Some historians have explicitly recognized the need for such a representation, but have not made efforts in this direction.  Others have implicitly acknowledged the coexistence of hegemony and agency in their studies of capitalist consumer culture, but their narratives focus on analysis rather than synthesis.  These monographs, moreover, are not accessible to the general public, an audience who would benefit from exposure to historical interpretations of consumer culture.  

There exists another approach to history that would enable historians to construct and test a narrative that represents hegemony and agency simultaneously:  the nonlinearity of hypertext.  This new media enables historians to synthesize the hegemony and agency positions as well as make this narrative accessible to the general public.  This master’s thesis is designed to wed together new media with scholarly values—to present accessible history based on scholarly values to the general public.

In this essay, I will first outline the historiography of consumer culture as it relates to hegemony and agency.  I will then describe how I created a hypertext simulation of buying a suburban home in 1960 Chicago to represent and test the argument that hegemony and agency exist simultaneously in capitalist consumer culture.  The results of this experimental simulation confirmed the argument that hegemony and agency coexist in the case of white homeownership in 1960 Chicago, but yielded a third category of “exclusion” that more accurately describes the case of African American homeownership in 1960 Chicago.  I will analyze these results and their implications for the historiography of consumer culture.  Finally, I will explain how a two-layered narrative can bridge the gap between academic and public history.  

I suggest that readers read the section of this paper entitled “Historiography of Hegemony and Agency” first, then view the simulation once before reading the sections entitled “New Media, New Narratives,” “Results,” “Historiographical Implications of the Results,” and “Bridging the Gap Between Public and Academic Audiences.”  I encourage readers to revisit the simulation after reading these sections.  The simulation can be viewed at http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/mmh/americandream/index.cfm
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF HEGEMONY AND AGENCY

Critics of advertising were instrumental in establishing the hegemony argument.  In People of Plenty:  Economic Abundance and the American Character, David Potter argues that advertising is a hazardous form of social control invented by Americans.
  Stuart Ewen furthered the hegemony argument by suggesting that capitalists used advertisements to manipulate consumers into buying the abundance of goods—even those that they did not want or need—produced under industrial capitalism.  Furthermore, capitalists pre-empted worker demands for greater control over the production process by “consumerizing” them with higher wages and shorter hours.  The capitalists’ goal was to align the aspirations of capital and labor in ways that ostensibly benefited both.  In reality, capitalists benefited more, because alignment precluded an overthrow of the profit system while strengthening the dependence of consumers on industrial capitalism.
  

According to Ewen, advertisements offered industrial solutions to industrial problems as a substitute for fixing the source of these problems—industrial capitalism. Richard Butsch suggests that hegemony implies participation by a certain class in its own subordination.
  Instead of challenging capitalism, Americans embraced it as the solution to their problems—as Ewen himself suggests.  The intensity of his argument for hegemony, however, prevents Ewen from addressing why workers acquiesced so readily to being consumerized when alternatives to capitalism existed. 

American critics observed the discrepancy between capitalism’s rhetoric and its reality, evidenced by an increasing maldistribution of wealth, and proposed alternatives to and regulations of capitalism.  In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Thorstein Veblen derided conspicuous consumption, while Edward Bellamy proposed a cooperative economic system whose abundance surpassed that of the capitalist system while equitably distributing goods.  Simon Patten argued that government intervention was required to distribute equally the abundance that existed under capitalism.  More recent studies have shown that attempts to regulate capitalism were only marginally effective and sometimes detrimental to consumers.  Hans B. Thorelli argues that the rise of monopolies at the turn of the century challenged the capitalist ideology of competition.  The federal government responded to public outcry against monopolies by developing its antitrust policies, but this government interference in private business also challenged the doctrine of free competition.  Furthermore, Alan Stone suggests that because the Federal Trade Commission avoided direct interference by relying on businesses to implement its regulations, regulation costs were often transferred to consumers.  

As Ewen demonstrates, the consumerization of workers into industrial capitalism made alternative economic systems irrelevant.
  Some critics and historians have sought to explain why capitalism emerged as the dominant economic order when other systems were available.  In Consumers Against Capitalism?  Consumer Cooperation in Europe, North America, and Japan, 1840-1990, Ellen Furlough and Carl Strikwerda argue that capitalist consumerism was not a natural or universal development but a result of particular historical circumstances.  Cooperatives—collectively owned but private, democratically run enterprises that returned a share of profits to their members—were one alternative to capitalist consumerism.  Some movements became associated with socialism; others, like Sweden, became a “Third Way” that merged both capitalism and socialism.  In the United States, however, cooperatives avoided socialism altogether and remained true to the ideology of liberal individualism—private ownership and decentralized planning with minimal government intervention.

According to Furlough and Strikwerda, the capitalist system prevailed because it was so good at what it was designed to do—advertise a dream world of consumption attainable by anyone who worked hard enough to achieve it.  Although cooperatives worked well economically, they failed to compete with this promise of a dream world.
  Ewen suggests that manipulative capitalists used advertisements and “consumerization” to dupe unwitting consumers into accepting industrial capitalism.  Furlough and Strikwerda imply that savvy capitalists used advertisements to lure consumers away from viable options.  The difference is slight, but in Furlough and Strikwerda’s analysis, consumers exert agency by being aware of alternatives but choosing capitalism anyway, perhaps because they believed it offered them more choices.  

Several monographs have further established the agency argument by observing the ways consumers negotiated the terms of capitalism once it became the dominant economic system.  Several historians have compellingly argued that consumers exert agency by shaping their shopping experiences or influencing product designs.  However, in focusing solely on agency, they fail to account for hegemony.  Others connect hegemony and agency, but only implicitly.

In Counter Cultures:  Saleswomen, Managers, and Customers in American Department Stores, 1890-1940, Susan Porter Benson argues that consumers actively shaped their shopping experiences instead of being forced to consume in certain ways by capitalist entrepreneurs.  Benson demonstrates that consumers had agency to influence the actions of department store personnel, but she does not critically examine the context of this power.  As capitalists, saleswomen and managers responded to consumers’ demands in order to make a sale, not because consumers had any inherent authority.
   In Some Wore Bobby Sox:  The Emergence of Teenage Girls’ Culture, 1920-1945, Kelly Schrum argues that among teenage girls, identity formation was negotiated and not hegemonically dictated.  Similar to the capitalist entrepreneurs in Benson’s Counter Cultures, capitalist advertisers responded to the teenage girls because it was profitable to do so.
  Benson and Schrum suggest that consumers exerted agency, but a careful reading of their works suggests that the profit motive, not any real power on the part of consumers, explains the response to the supposed consumer inputs.

 Historians examining race, class, and gender in the context of agency have downplayed the amount of hegemony these groups faced.  Roy Rosenzweig examines consumption from a working class perspective, arguing that the working class actively shaped its leisure culture.
  Kathy Peiss addresses both class and gender by focusing on how working class women exerted agency in leisure areas such as dance halls, movies, and amusement parks.
  Works on race have tended to focus on African American agency in connecting consumption to the struggle for civil rights.
  These authors demonstrate that consumers chose certain leisure activities or used consumption for political means, such as boycotting segregated public places.  But they do not emphasize what these groups could not choose to do, either because they could not afford to or were barred by their race or gender from doing so.  The choices consumers are not able to make are as important as the choices they are able to make.  The unanticipated results of the simulation demonstrate that in some cases consumers are excluded from making any 

choices whatsoever.  The historiography of consumer culture does not at this time effectively deal with the exclusion of certain groups from consumerism, a point reinforced shortly.   

Daniel Thomas Cook’s analysis of the children’s clothing industry connects hegemony and agency within capitalist consumer culture, although not explicitly in those terms.  He argues that the children’s clothing industry catered to consumer demands because doing so generated more profit than ignoring consumer demands.  This arrangement was as beneficial to consumers as capitalists, but this “consumer agency” occurred within the capitalist context, where profit mattered more than anything else.
 

Regina Lee Blaszczyk also implicitly recognizes the coexistence of hegemony and agency within capitalist consumer culture, although her analysis is meant to support the agency argument.  Blaszczyk rejects the “coercion thesis” that mass consumption sought to homogenize people, arguing instead that the American consumer revolution aimed to satisfy diversity.  She examines consumers’ ability to influence product design through “fashion intermediaries” who brokered the relationship between capitalists and consumers.  Industrial capitalism encouraged standardization to achieve economies of scale, but technological advances such as flexible batch production allowed some diversity to be profitable.
  Unlike Benson and Schrum, Blaszczyk recognizes that some 

measure of hegemony persisted along with this agency.  A particular product or design that was not profitable to produce would not be produced.
  Infinite diversity was not possible—some level of homogeneity would always exist.

The narratives of T.H. Breen and Lizabeth Cohen are based on the concept of a capitalist consumer culture but still fail to account for both hegemony and agency.  In The Marketplace of Revolution:  How Consumer Politics Shaped American Independence, Breen focuses on colonial consumers’ ability to choose from a diverse selection of goods.  This ability to choose underscores his argument that consumers controlled their consumption as a form of political expression.  Consumers chose to not consume to promote political ends, but Breen does not explicitly recognize that the choice was in large measure shaped by the capitalist ethos then emerging—the political statement of non-consumption supported the colonists’ desires to have more freedom to pursue capitalisms’ profits than the current British political economy was furnishing.  Moreover, Breen does not address the hegemony that accompanied this agency.
  

In A Consumers’ Republic:  The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, Cohen acknowledges the importance of consumers to the nation’s political and economic climate.  She argues, however, that the Consumers’ Republic appealed to its members because it promised economic equality through mass consumption in place of a radical redistribution of wealth—much like Ewen’s argument for hegemony through “consumerization.”  Similar to Breen, Cohen connects consumption to political expression. The postwar infrastructure of the Consumers’ Republic restricted the ability of African Americans and women to consume and prevented them from attaining equal status as citizens.  Although African Americans used selective consumption as a political tool against discrimination, they continued to experience unequal status as consumers.  The Great Depression and World War II represented lost opportunities for women, who returned to a subordinate position as men returned to their status as breadwinner.  Consumption became more family-oriented, with men making many of the big-ticket decisions.
  

Like Breen, Cohen falls short of accounting for both hegemony and agency in capitalist consumer culture.  She focuses on the actions of government and consumers within the capitalist consumer culture instead of examining the nature of the capitalist consumer culture itself.  In addition, Cohen illustrates a confused connection to “exclusion;” rather than deal with the structural hegemonic restraints on African Americans and women, she emphasizes the resistance of those groups to the restraints.  This overemphasizes the agency these groups exerted and ignores completely the exclusion evident in history.  

Some historians have explicitly acknowledged that forcing consumer culture into a dichotomous model of hegemony or agency is unnecessary and perhaps even unrealistic.  Richard Butsch suggests that choosing between a totally constraining structure and complete free will is unnecessary.
  Daniel Horowitz proposes a reciprocal 

model that recognizes the power of the economic system to establish the framework of consumer culture while acknowledging consumers’ ability to shape the meaning of their consumption within that framework.
  

Are there other ways to represent a reciprocal model of hegemony and agency within capitalist consumer culture?

View the simulation at http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/mmh/americandream/index.cfm
NEW MEDIA, NEW NARRATIVES
All forms of media constrain our thinking in some way.  Writing is a useful media for analysis, or “dismantling simultaneity,” but it is difficult to represent simultaneity in writing.  Historians have revealed the structure of consumer culture by teasing out the individual parts and writing about them. The use of writing to describe consumer culture has encouraged historians to split hegemony and agency apart from one another, fostering a dichotomous rather than a reciprocal model.  A reciprocal model requires synthesis, or “envisioning patterns of simultaneity” by “examining how the whole organizes the constituent parts.”  Visually oriented media maintain the simultaneity that writing cannot, allowing the viewer to see the whole and the part at the same time rather than the parts alone.
   

A hypertext simulation is one way to represent a reciprocal model of hegemony and agency in capitalist consumer culture.  David Staley’s observations about virtual reality simulations are relevant to hypertext simulations.  According to Staley, “all historians engage in modeling,” but they customarily rely on word models, or “representations of the past constructed out of words, sentences, and prose.”  Word models are one-dimensional; virtual reality models are three-dimensional.
  

A model becomes a simulation when viewers are given the power to interact with the different parts of the model and to influence the outcome to some degree.  Staley observes that “while model creation is an established part of the historical method, ‘participation in the model’ is not as methodologically accepted.” Some historians may fear ceding control over the narrative path to the participant, despite the fact that the historian, as the “meta-author” of the simulation, ultimately determines which outcomes are possible.  These historians might restrict participants’ choices so much that only one narrative path and outcome is really possible, much like a linear prose account.
  In many cases, a strong level of narrative control is a powerful tool for telling history as a story.  The “controlled release of information” along the narrative path enables authors to build an argument up to a final conclusion.
   While this control is advantageous for representations that require only one narrative path and outcome, it does not benefit historians who are trying to represent multiple paths and outcomes.  

This simulation embodies two types of narrative.  On one level, the simulation is a “diachronic narrative,” in which the viewer proceeds through a series of events toward a goal.
  The goal in my simulation is to purchase a suburban home in Chicago in 1960.  I chose housing as a representative consumer good because research revealed evidence that contradicted the popular critique of suburbs as conformist and suggested instead that consumers exerted agency in housing as well as other areas of consumption.
  A suburban home is also a critical component of the American Dream—an amorphous concept that I considered in terms of the consolation prize offered by consumerization, the dream world of consumption promised by capitalism, or even the Consumer’s Republic as posited by Cohen.  Additional simulations with other consumer goods as the goal are envisioned.  These simulations would foster comparisons of the hegemony and agency argument—and the unanticipated category of exclusion that emerged from the test case of the simulation—in different contexts.

On another level, I designed the simulation to take the form of a “synchronic narrative,” in which “the structure of human symbols, objects, and relations is the important variable.”
  My interpretation of capitalist consumer culture is embedded in this narrative, creating a reciprocal model that accommodates both hegemony and agency (at least in the white case study).  Janet Murray notes that “in an interactive medium the interpretive framework is embedded in the rules by which the system works and in the way in which participation is shaped…we need to learn to pay attention to the range of possibilities offered us as interactors in the seemingly limitless worlds of digital narrative.”
  I attempted to establish my argument by the ways in which I shaped participation within the simulation.  Interactors can make choices, but the range of possibilities is limited.  These parameters coincided with my argument that consumers experience both hegemony and agency in capitalist consumer culture.  In order to understand my argument, participants must interact with the simulation and be equally aware of the choices they are able and not able to make.

Simulation authors retain control over all of the possible choices, constraints, and outcomes available to participants.  But within these constraints, participants make choices that create different narrative paths leading to multiple outcomes—analogous to my original interpretation that both white and African American participants in a capitalist consumer culture make choices and affect outcomes within constraints.  I developed the idea to create a simulation of consumer culture as I began to think of consumer culture in terms of “procedural authorship.”  Murray defines “procedural authorship” as “writing the rules by which the texts appear as well as writing the texts themselves.  It means writing the rules for the interactor’s involvement, that is, the 

conditions under which things will happen in response to the participant’s actions.”
  Although Murray’s observations refer specifically to virtual reality simulations, they can be applied to hypertext simulations as well.  

In a procedurally authored simulation, participants simultaneously experience both hegemony and agency.  Participants experience hegemony because the options they can choose from are limited to those defined by the procedural author.  At the same time, they are able to exert agency—defined by Murray as “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices”—by choosing different options within the simulation and affecting the outcome to some extent.
  The origin of participants’ agency is the procedural author.  While the participant’s actual race, class, or gender does not affect this agency, in my simulation participants experience the effects of race, class, and gender on their ability to make choices.  

Likewise, in capitalist consumer culture, consumers experience both hegemony and agency simultaneously.  They are able to exert agency by choosing the products they buy, but they also experience hegemony because their options are ultimately limited to what is profitable.  The origin of their agency is capitalism.  All consumers have to compromise, but the extent to which they have to compromise depends on race, class, and gender influences.  As a test case of this hypothesis, however, the simulation revealed that while white families had to make compromises in order to obtain a version of the American Dream in 1960 Chicago, African American families were not even permitted to compromise because they were virtually excluded from the market.  

RESULTS

The argument that hegemony and agency coexist holds in the case of white homeownership in 1960 Chicago, as I had expected.  However, neither hegemony nor agency exists in the case of African American homeownership in 1960 Chicago.  Instead, a third category of exclusion emerged as separate from either hegemony or agency.  Unlike hegemonized groups, excluded groups are not even permitted to participate in specific areas of the capitalist consumer culture—in this case, the housing market.  African Americans were virtually excluded from owning a suburban home in 1960 Chicago.  They experienced a near-total lack of agency in choosing where to live. 

Under my original assumption of the coexistence of hegemony and agency, I designed the simulation to represent hegemony and agency in both the white and African American case studies.  Hypertext enabled participants to exert agency within my simulation by making choices about the series of events they experience within each of three suburban communities.  However, the parts of the simulation that participants must experience were a representation of hegemony.  

I authored the simulation so that specific events must be experienced by the participant for two reasons.  First of all, some events were critical to participants’ understanding of the history of the time.  For example, all participants must view the page that explains the federal housing programs available because these programs played an important role in increasing homeownership following World War II.  Viewers participating as both white and African Americans in Deerfield must hear at least one quote from an individual concerned about property values falling before they can move on to other events in the simulation because the property value issue was a major component of housing discrimination.  

Secondly, some events were critical to participants’ understanding of my argument.  For example, only viewers participating as African Americans must experience the pages related to the Park Forest Commission on Human Relations, in part because only African Americans had to deal with the Park Forest Commission on Human Relations in 1960.  In my original analysis, the mandatory nature of this event represented a hegemonic force that African Americans had to contend with but whites did not.  The difference between the white and African American experiences related to my initial argument that while consumers have choices, some have to compromise more than others or endure additional hardships to attain what they want.  

 Participants’ ability to influence the outcome of the simulation was circumscribed by the hegemonic parameters of race, class, and gender.  The model families in this simulation were working class.  They were limited to choosing a house in an area they can afford.  The African American family was even more limited in its choices because occupational discrimination meant that it made less than the white family.  Furthermore, the African American family faced discrimination from lenders and homeowners in many suburbs.  Both families experienced the hegemonic influence of gender discrimination as their wives’ incomes were not included in the credit calculations.  

As a result of these constraints, the only outcome the participant taking on the role of the African American family could experience was to purchase a home in Park Terrace, a working class, African American subdivision of Markham.  Participants taking on the role of the white family can choose between one of two outcomes.  They have the option of purchasing a home in Eastgate, a working class subdivision of Park Forest, or Markham, a working class neighborhood with an African American subdivision.  I limited the outcomes of my simulation because the historical evidence indicated that these were the only plausible outcomes, not because I wished to retain total control over the narrative.  

Discussion of the simulation in the oral defense of the thesis raised the argument that African Americans’ choices in suburban housing in 1960 Chicago were limited to the point of nonexistence and that perhaps total control over the narrative was warranted in this case.  Exceptions existed (indeed, some African Americans did purchase homes in Chicago suburbs), but as a discrete group of consumers African Americans were basically excluded from the housing market in 1960 Chicago.  This insight required me to rethink my argument that hegemony and agency coexist, albeit in different proportions, for different consumers.  

The unanticipated category of exclusion calls for some revisions to the simulation’s design.  The simulation may be revised to reflect the exclusion of African Americans from the housing market in 1960 Chicago by making changes such as blocking access to Deerfield because a broker would not have shown the simulated 

family a home in that area, incorporating instances of race riots and other violent responses to African Americans, and noting the absence of African American churches in suburbs such as Park Forest.

More significantly, the proposition of a third category of exclusion raised intriguing questions about the relevance of the hegemony and agency debate throughout consumer culture.  Therefore, these results might have important implications for the historiography of consumer culture; more research is needed.

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Hegemonized groups are incorporated into the capitalist consumer culture through a reciprocal relationship.  Capitalists consumerized workers, who chose a capitalist consumer culture over other options.  African Americans, however, were not consumerized, because their wages generally remained below the minimum level required to participate in many areas of mass consumption.  As Furlough and Strikwerda argue, the capitalist system advertised a dream world of consumption attainable by anyone who worked hard enough to achieve it—but discrimination prevented African Americans from attaining this dream world no matter how hard they worked.  

Historians of consumer culture who have difficulty incorporating the African American experience into their arguments for hegemony or agency may benefit from applying this third category of exclusion to their analyses.  Cohen acknowledges that discrimination restricted African Americans’ ability to participate in the Consumer’s Republic, resulting in their unequal status as consumers.  However, she tries to fit the African American consumer experience into the framework of hegemony and agency when the category of exclusion is perhaps more appropriate.  Exclusion in specific cases—such as housing in 1960 Chicago—confers a status of non-consumer on African Americans.  The one out of three chance a participant in the simulation had of purchasing a home was not representative of the reality of most African Americans in Chicago.  

The discussion prompted by the results of the simulation suggests that the balance between hegemony and agency or the existence of a state of exclusion depends on multiple variables, specifically time, geographic location, race, and type of consumer good.  This simulation is only one of many possible simulations of hegemony, agency, and exclusion in consumer culture, and the unanticipated results that emerged from this experiment should be understood in this context.  The website can be expanded to accommodate additional simulations employing different variables, enabling comparisons across time, geographic location, race, and type of consumer good.  Such contextual comparisons might reveal that African Americans were excluded from the suburban housing market within capitalist consumer culture in 1960 Chicago, but were not excluded from the capitalist consumer culture at other times, in other places, or with other consumer goods.  

For example, a case study of housing at a later point in time might reveal that African Americans exerted agency through their political actions against discrimination in housing, although their choice of where to live remained highly restricted.  A case study at the same time as my study but in another geographic location, such as Houston, might reveal that African Americans were not excluded from some housing markets.  Finally, a case study of other consumer goods, such as televisions or automobiles, might indicate that African Americans were not excluded from all areas of the capitalist consumer culture.  Taken together, these static case studies could make the argument that hegemony, agency, and exclusion are dynamic concepts, not fixed but dependent on the 

multiple variables of time, geographic location, race, and type of consumer good.  My study is one part of this historiographical direction and should be understood in that context.  
BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN PUBLIC AND ACADEMIC AUDIENCES

One of the goals of this master’s thesis was to demonstrate that new media can be used to present accessible history based on scholarly values to the general public.  Historians have begun to move away from a “one or the other” position in consumer culture’s hegemony vs. agency debate.  The profession has yet to move away from the position that technology based representations and academic rigor are mutually exclusive, perhaps because the audiences for each are considered mutually exclusive.  Staley suggests that the profession customarily views prose as the only medium for “serious history.”  He argues that historians choose to write about the past, often unconsciously, because “it is an unspoken convention that all historians communicate to other historians through written words.”
  What about those historians who want to communicate not only with each other, but to the public as well?  

The public seems to be fascinated by history, but historians often have difficulty communicating their ideas to this particular audience.
  The Internet presents us with an opportunity to communicate with a popular audience, but taking full advantage of this opportunity requires the awareness that it is not enough to upload the text of an article to a website and expect it to reach a public audience. Using the computer in this way does not take advantage of the technology’s inherent properties.  According to Murray, digital environments are procedural, participatory, spatial, and encyclopedic.  These properties enable digital environments to be interactive and immersive.  The act of reading an article posted on the Internet differs little from reading the same article in a printed journal; neither is very interactive or immersive.  However, the act of participating in a hypertext simulation is quite different from reading an article, and by definition requires interactivity and immersion.  

This is not to say that simulations are superior to articles.  Rather, I am suggesting that for some representations, computer technologies may offer historians advantages over writing (including reaching a wider audience), but historians have yet to fully utilize these advantages because they associate technology with popular history, which is assumed to be unscholarly.
  Equally important is the awareness that it is not necessary, as many historians fear, to water down an article into an oversimplified list of bullet points decorated with eye-catching clip-art in order for it to appeal to the average reader.  How can we reconcile this divide between academic and public history without sacrificing either academic integrity or accessibility?  

Balance can be achieved between the competing demands of academic and public history by using hypertext to construct a two-layered narrative.  On the surface of the narrative are the main web pages of the simulation.  These provide the immersive interface that tells the story.  Linked words and images lead more interested readers into the depths of the scholarly apparatus.  The extended details and citations contained in these linked endnotes serve as a supporting narrative, concealed yet accessible, beneath the public exterior of the website.  

Without this scholarly apparatus, this simulation would be little more than the work of my imagination, not a work of “serious history.”  While the profession accepts word models as inherently rigorous, virtual reality models are still viewed with suspicion as imaginary or fictional.  Staley suggests that “a virtual reality model—before historians can label it a serious work of history—must be based on documentable and transparently available primary sources, not simply the imagination of the historian.”
  The desire to create an immersive effect must be weighed carefully against the standards of the profession.  Although I documented alterations of verbatim quotations found in the historical evidence, the committee determined that these deviations were beyond the pale of scholarly practice and requested that all such quotations be given verbatim.  A useful guideline for creators of future simulations is to avoid manipulating evidence in any manner that would not be accepted in a written work of history.  Creators of historical simulations or virtual reality models need to be acutely aware of their use of evidence because the general skepticism of non-written models of history makes it likely that their models will be examined even more closely for adherence to scholarly standards.  This demand for rigor is a positive force, however, because it will help to ensure that historical 

simulations and virtual reality models are not placed in the same category as historical films and video games or in a category somewhere between films and games and written works of history. 

The endnote pages are critical to making this simulation a work of academic history.  But equally important is the public interface in which my interpretation of consumer culture is embedded in a way that both scholars and a general audience can understand.  This two-layered narrative technique can be used to balance the demands of the profession and the public in ways that benefit both.  Historians are exposed to alternative ways of representing the past, while the public is exposed to better quality and more diverse interpretations of history.  Daniel J. Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig write, “The amateurs may have leapt ahead of the professionals in using the web as a vehicle for original publication, but their interpretations often look backward rather than forward.  The amateurs could learn some historiographic lessons from the professionals while in turn teaching those who practice history as a vocation to think beyond traditional forms of publication.”

Cohen and Rosenzweig argue that digital representations of the past are often less rigorous, but only because historians have ceded ownership of digital representations to those who are not trained to critically evaluate the past.
  Likewise, Staley suggests that if virtual reality simulations continue to be produced primarily by nonprofessional historians, professional historians will continue to “view virtual reality as interesting, necessary for an uninitiated general public, but ultimately a watered-down type of history.”
  Historians’ belief that non-prose representations of the past are inherently inferior is reinforced with each non-rigorous representation, encouraging them to distance themselves even further from new media.  By taking ownership of new media that allow us to create accessible yet scholarly works, historians can actively shape the way technology affects their discipline instead of being hegemonized by it.

CONCLUSION

Historians have analyzed consumer culture in numerous monographs.  The result has been a historiographical divide between those who argue that consumer culture is characterized by hegemony—coercion, constraint, and homogeneity—and those who argue that consumer culture is characterized by agency—free will, choice, and diversity.  This dichotomy is unnecessary and perhaps even unrealistic because in some cases hegemony and agency coexist.  Furthermore, as the unexpected results of the simulation suggest, in other instances a third category of exclusion emerges.  Exclusion, like hegemony and agency, is a dynamic concept that depends on multiple variables, specifically time, geographic location, race, and the type of consumer good.  The argument that hegemony and agency coexist is valid for the representative white family studied in this simulation, but invalid for the representative African American family.  This finding suggests that the hegemony and agency debate is irrelevant in certain cases, not because of my original argument that the two positions coexist, but because in some cases neither hegemony nor agency exist.  Additional simulations are necessary to enable comparisons across contexts and to further develop this historiographical interpretation.  

Most historians have focused solely on hegemony or agency, but some have implied a connection between the two while others have explicitly called for a reciprocal model that can accommodate both arguments.  Other historians, such as Cohen, might benefit from applying the category of exclusion to their analyses.  However, the monographical nature of these attempts is not conducive to synthesis, nor is it accessible to the general public, which would benefit from exposure to historical interpretations of consumer culture.  New media, specifically a hypertext simulation with a public interface and a scholarly apparatus, enables historians to rigorously synthesize the hegemony and agency positions by applying the concept of procedural authorship to consumer culture, while also making this narrative accessible to the general public.  Although the results of this experimental simulation were unanticipated, they yielded insights that make a significant contribution to the historiography of consumer culture.
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