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THE DAY AFITER: RHETORICAL VISION 1IN AN IKONIC FRAME

The tension in the room let up and all started congra-
tulating each other. Everyone sensed “This is it!" No
matter what might happen now all knew that the impossible
acientific job had bheen done. Atormic fission would no longer
be hidden in the cloiaters of the theoretical physicists”’
draama. It waa almost full grown at birth. It waa a great
new force to be used for good or for evil. There was a
feeling in the shelter that those concerned with its nativity
should dedicate their lives to the misaion that it would

always be used for qood and never for evil.l

This account of the successtful detonation of the first
atomic bomb near Alamogordo, Naw Mexico, on July 16, 1945, cap-
tures well the tfeelinga of power and awe that aurrounded the
development of nuclear power. The firat use of the atomic bomb
on & human population leas than a month later at Hiroshina,
howaver, endad hopes that atomic £1sslon.would be used solely to
benefit humankind; it alao raised questions about the role of
nuclear power--queations the world would continue to confront in
the following decades.

In the forty years since Hiroshima,. the debate over nu-
clear arms has taken a variety of turna. The 19508 saw efforta
focused ¢a banning atmoaspheric teasts of nuclear weapons. These
efforts resulted, in 1963, in a limited test ban treaty that
ended tests not only in the atmosphere but under water and 1in
space as well.? During the 1950s, national attention was direct-

ed toward civil defense procedurea, a concern which continued



into the next decade as an outcome of the 1962 Cuban missile
crisis.3 Now, in the 1980s, the dangers of nuclear war again
have become the subject of a debate of major proportiona, not
only in the United States but in countries around the world.4

The anti-war movement ot the 1980s is more broadly based than
were anti-nuclear movementa of the past. The movement has at-
tracted people of many political ideologies and from all walks o.
life, leading Rabbi Alexander Schindler, head of the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations, to declare: “Nuclear disarmanment
is going to become the central moral issue of vhe ‘80s, juat as
Vietnam was in the ’60s."S While part of the reason for the
appeal of the nuclear freeze movement is that a nuclear war, bv
nature, would affect everyone, the reaurgence of the movermrent at
this time generally is attributed to the increasingly confronta-
tive atance between the United States and Rusaia, the world’s
superpowers.®

The size, strength, and diversity of the anti-nuclear
movement is evident in the amount of discourse generated about
the issue and the variety of formats used to present this dis-
cnurse to audiences. A major source of such discourse is organi-
zations devoted to education and/or action on the isaue, such as
Phyaiciana for Social Reasponaibility, Citizensa for Social Reapon-
aibility, Educators tor Social Reaponaibility, and Ground Zero.
A proliferation of books about nuclear issues alaso atteats to the
contemporary aigniticance of this topic. Probably one of the
reast Known 18 Jonathan Schell’s The Fate of the Earth, which was

released with an unusually high first printing of 50,000 copies.’
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In addition, groups that typically steer clear of involve-
ment in political issues suddenly have joined the debate. Mosat
prominent among these is the American bishops of the Roman Catho-
lic Church, who drafted a paastoral letter to American Catholics
on the morality of nuclear war.® The issue, too, became a
major one in in the 1984 political campaign. PFollaters inevit-
ably ask voters somaething about their viewa on the nuclear
lasue, and polls suggest that reducing the risk of a nuclear war
is ranked as a major national goal for many Americans.® States
alac are voting on freeze initiatives designed to put preasure on
Congress to promote and pass freaeze lagislation, and towns are
declaring themselves to be nuclear-free zones.1©C

Probably the most vieible and far-reaching format used to
bring nuclear iaasues before the public ia the medium of film.
Films about nuclear war certainly are not new. Some o0t thoae

made in earlier decades include The Beqinning or_the End, l_Live

in Fear, The Bedford Incident, On_the Beach, The War Game, and

Dr. Strangelove. In recent years, we have seen the release of

aeveral others, including The Atomic Cate and teatament. Un-
doubtadly, however, the moat important of these, if numbers are
at all revealing, was the made-for-television movie, The_ray

After, shown by ABC on Sunday, November 20, 1983,

An estimated 100 million Americans watched the tilm, which
depicted a Soviet nuclear atrike on Kanaas City and the aftermath
for survivors in nearby Lawrence.ll The program was widely
acdvertisea by the network betore the showing and stimulatea
aextensive discusaiona i1n newspapers and magazines, in achools and

at community forums about the nuclear i1ssue., An ABC poll re-
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vealed that 53 percent of the sample viewed the film and an additional
40 percent knew about 1it.12 A special report in Newsweei des-

cribed the film’a impact this way:

“The Day After” has already emerged as the single biggest
mobilizing point for the antinuclear movement, rouaad thunder
from nuclear-freeze opponents who regard the tilm as a two-
hour commercial for disarmament and inapired a nationwide

educational debate about how to talk to children about the

= horrors of nuclear war.l3

Much of the controversy and discussion surrounding the film
centered on the fact that the graphic portrayal of nuclear war

was being presented via television:

By the time the unhappiest ending in the annals of broadcast
entertainment unwinda next Sundav night, the very idea of
what television can do may never be the sanme. This moat
cautious of mediums--that cozily safe piece of living-room

furniture--will reach out and detonate a thermonuclear apoca-

lypse in our communal psyche.l4

Not only did The Day After generate much discussion in the
madia, but it has become the subject of much academic analysis as
well.l9 7o date, however, one aspect of the film that has not
been fully explored 18 the rhetorical viz=ion of nuclear war
depicted in the tilm and the weys 1in which that vision corres-
ponde to the images held by individuals in the population at

large. ln this paper, we attempt to establish the basic 1mages
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abpout what a nuclear war would be like and compare them with
those presented in The Day A:ter in order to determine the cur-
rent rhetorical vision held about nuclear war. Understanaing
thia vision can facilitate our underatanding of the anti-nuclear
war movemaent aas a whole, To accomplish thias objective, we have
made uase of fantaay-theme analyaaia,

The concept of the fantasy theme first was developed by
Ba}ea in his work with amnall groupes and later expanded by Bormann
into an actual rhetorical mathod for analyzing all forms ot
discourse.1® According to Bormann, tantasy themes chain out
tn:ough a group, indicating participation in a group drama.
Fantaay-theme analysis aasasumes that 1individuala, 1in i1nteracting
with others, create aymbolic realitiea on the basis of the drama-
tizationa ahared by qroup membera. Some tantaay themes catch on

and become part of a shared dramatization or "atory' among large

numbaers ot people. These atoriea are called rhetorical visions:

A rhetorical vision is constructed from fantasy themes that
chain out in face-to-tace interacting groups, 1i1n speaKker-
audience transactiona, 1n viewera of televiaion broadcasts,
in listeners to radio programsa, and in all the diverse
settinga for public and intimate communication in a given
aociety. Once such a rhetorical vision emerges 1t containsg
dramatis personas and typical plot lines that can be ailuded
to in all co.munication contexts and spark a response
reminiscent of the original emotional chain. The same dramas
can be developed in detail when the occasion demandsg to

generate emotional response.l”’



The analysis of a group’s rhetorical visiorn, then, calls
for an examination of the standard elements of a drama--the
actors, the setting, and the acta. The interaction of these
elements withirn a group determine what is and what ia not legiti-
mate "reality" for group members and can be used to gain inaightas
into group cohesion, motives, emotional style, values, attitudes,
and the lLike.

iln this study, we are concerned with the fantasy thenmes
apparent in The Day After and the degree to which they reaonate
with the vision that has chained out among the general popula-
tion. A study of the various manifeastations of fantaay themes
about nuclear war--in this case, in personal statements and in
film--seema important for several reasons. Firat, those involved
as either proponents or opponenta in the nuclear debate ahould be
able to argue more effectively i1f they can tap into prevailing
tantasy themea. Second, and perhaps of more interest, ia that
the nuclear-war debate hinges almost entirely on a rhetorical
vision rather than on historical fact. In other words, with the
exception of the bombing oif Hiroshima and Nagasaki, there has
been no use ot atomic weapons, and all argumenta--both pro and
con--are apeculative to some degree. Thus, the fantasy-theme
approach seema not only appropraiate tor studying the anti-nuclear
movement, hbut seems likely to provide some practical information
and 1nsights useful to movement activists as well.

Ine ay _After, in particular, may embody some fundamental

tantasy themes held in our culture. First, because i1t was a film

made for and shown on television, 1t was widely accessible to a
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large audience that might not have gone to see a film about
nuclear war in any other setting. In fact, many viewers ot The
Day After may not have seen any brevxous depictions of nuclear
war. Furthermore, since all media portrayals .0t an all-out
nuclear war are hypothetical, film makers have some leeway 1n how
they depict & nuclear disaster. We believe, however, that in
order to produce a auccessful fllm-:i.e.. one that generates the
desired emotional response--a tilm producer must tap into the
prevailing fantasy themes of the culture.l8 In turn, the film
itseli may reinforce or add to the viaion, eapecially to the
extent that it stimulates interpersonal discusaion in small
grnupsa, which may prompt further tantasy-theme chaining.

In this analyaia, we are not attempting to eatabliah a
causal link between the fantasy themea preaented in The_ lay After
and thoae praeasent in the imagination of the general population.
In other worda, we are not claiming that the 1ilm was reaponaible
for the creation 0f current images of nuclear war. We do be-
lieve, however, that in our culture, the media not only embody
but help create and maintain important fantaay chains and that
the link between mediated and peraonal contexte deaserves study.
We know, for example, that an extraordinarily large amount of
peraonal discuasion followed The Day After, suggesting a strong
link petwaen the film and the public vision. The ABC’s post-film
pell showed that 78 percent of the viewers watched the ti1lm with
someone else and that 82 percent discusased it with others. In

tact, The Day After was more talked about than The Winds of_ Wwar

—
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Procedure

ln order to aacertain the correaspondence between the rhe-
torical vision of nuclear war currently held in American aociety
and itas depiction in the £ilm, we used a two-astep method.
Firat, we conducted a survey to atteampt to determine aome of th
fantaay themea about nuclear war present in aociety at large. We
then analyzed The Day After, not only to determine if theae
thames also appeared in the f£ilm, but to see what additional
themea the film embodied. In esaence, we see thia project as a
comparative analyais of two kinda of discourse relevant to the

vision of nuclear war. Our general goal is to cons.ruct that

overall vision trom the discourase studied.

Ihe Survey
Uur sample for the personal survey consisted of 79 indivi-

duals attending the 1984 summer session at a California State
University campua. Thia was a particularly desirable group to
have as a sample becausa of demographic diveraity. We used both
regular university summer classes to tap the typical student
population and a group of senior citizens attending the Elder
Hostei program. Although this sample ia distinctly bimodal in
age, 1tas diversity enabled us to discover a more complete range
of tantaay themea than might have been obtained from a more
homogeneous sample.

The instrument used in this phase of the study conaisted ot
an open-ended request for a written statement about nuclear war,

Participants were given & torm with the following instruction:

“In the space below and on the back, write a brief essay telling
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what you think a nuclear war would be like. Please do not take
more than ten mainutuis. We realize that you may not be able to
describe all aspecta of what you think a nuclear war would be
like, but we are really just interested in your first thoughts.
Do not discuss this task with others until you are finished."

We aaked instructors to pass out our queationnaires in their
clasaes. In order to avoid experimenter bias, inatructors were
told no more about the atudy than what was printed on the aurvey
form. Inatructors were aakaed to give sub)ects ten minutes to
complete the statement. Inatructors also were agked not to
discuas the task before the gquestionnaires were turned in.

We recognize that a more elabcsate procedure such as
interviewa might haQe elicited fuller atatements of the rnetori-
cal vision. Limiting the writing time to ten minutes, however,
was a more economical procedure that enabled us to queation a
larger number of people, and it did result 1n a list ot the moat
aalient thamesa. As will be apparent in the reaulta, thies piro-
cedure denerated a wide range ot atatements about nuclear war
and, in compoaite, told a rather elaborate atory.

After the tforme were completed, the instructors were asked
to read a debriefing statement, which told of our apecific inter-
eat in the film The Day After. Participants also ware invaited to
31gn up to receive a copy of the results of the resasearch.

The individual statements about nuclear war were content
analyzed according to theme. We first began by liating all the
statements made by each subject. We detined a statement as a
declarative proposition with one subject and a simple predicate.

Thua, atatements represented aingle, undivided thoughta about

11




10

some aspect of a nuclear war. In listing statements, we used
sublects’ language 1n most cases, but whare more than one state-
ment was embedded i1n a sentence or clause, we created what ap-
peared to be the i1ntended propositiona. This procedure yielded
339 atatementsa.

We next classitied each statement into apparent theme
categoriea, according to the basic elements of a rhetorical
vision--the actor, the scenae, and the plot. Seven actor cate-
goriea, six sSetting categories, and fifteen plot categories were
180lated. 1ln addition, a fourth group of “General' atatements
was establishad for statements that did not aspecifically addreas
actor, plot, or scene categories (e.g., "“The idea of & nuclear
war is ludicrous.') 0UOnly four percent of the statements were not
understandable, indeclterable, or arrelevant. 1ln all, four gen-
eral theme categories, saven actor categories, six setting cate-
gories, and fitteen plot categories were isoclated. The thenme
categories, along with sample statements, are listed in Tables
and 2. This content analysis was not only a means of diecovering

poasible fantasy themes, but a valuable heuristic device for our

analysis ot the tilm.

Film Analyvsis

- -

A tilm-analysis guide waa developed from the theme catego-
ries discovered in the content analysis of the subjects’ atate-
ments. This quide conaiated of a list of major fantasy-theme
categories tactor, scene, and plot), the several fantaay-theme
categories ralevant to these, and subcategories, along with sutf-

ficient space for notes. We reviewed the film ascene by scene,
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each taking aotes and discussing possible placement of the
fi1lm’s depictions within the tantasy-theme model reflected in the
guide. Our objective was not a mere counting of filmed depic-
tions, but the establishment ot the manner in which the #ilm
addressed the theme elements. We watched for themes not evident
in the personal statements as well, 80 as not to be contined by

the pre-eatablishad tantaay thameas.

images_of Nuclear War
In thia section, we diascuss the rhetorical vision that

emerged from the two parts of our atudy. We addresa the personal

statemantas and the film analyais in turn.

Personal Statements

An amazingly wide range of atatements was produced,

Our analysis yialded 25 fantaasy thema categories and 85 aubcate-
goriea, excluasive of ‘‘general' atatements. Categories and tre-
quenciaes are ocutlined in Table 1. Certain theme categories seem
especially important based on the frequency ot their appearance.

Another feature of our aurvey analya:s i1a the apparent
variance in the degree ot specificaity of reasponaea. A large
number of atatementa were highly global, dealing with the general
horror ot nuclear war, its incomprehensibility, the general
death and destruction that would result, or some other non-
discraiminating imagae. Otheres were quite specific, making state-
mentsa about rather detailed imagea. Examples of the various
kinda of statements are listed in Table 2.

In composite, we suggest that a rhetorical vision con-
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s18ting of two levels emerges from the content analysis of our
aurvey. The tfundamental drama--and thus its first level--empha-
sizes plotlines and acene, with the actors assuming a sacondary
and passive stance in the drama. In the drama that follows,
which we refer to as the aecond level of the rhetorical viaion,
characters become more active in coping with the devastation they
face.

The dominant plotline laid out in this vision is the pro-
casa of destruction imparted by the dropping of the bomb. A
total ot 86 atatementa deacribed aome torm of destruction--by tar
the lecsgest action category. Death also is a8 substantial action
theme, with 50 statements dealing with death generally or in a
apecific manifestation--as immediate or gradual.

While on the surface, death and destruction might appear
to be acenic elements, they are deacribed in ways that suggest
they are conaidered the action--i.e., "'"S0% of everything would be
burned and destroyed' and ‘‘Many thousands would die immediately."”
Thus, we are treating the act of deatruction as a plot theme,
while recognizing that its outcome--rubble, debris, and the
like--clearly are scenic properties. Intereating to note is that
the statements usually do not describe the force that ia impart-
ing the destruction. It is, of course, the bomb, but its im-
plicit rather than direct presance in the scenarios, combined
with the use of paaaive rather than active voice in many ot the
statements, heightens the ‘“victimage' stance in which the parti-
cipants envision themaelves.

Just as the antagonist 15 not often alluded to, &0 there

seem to be no heroes per se in this vision. There is little
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opportunity for genuine heroics or for the opportunity to assume
control over a dangerous or difticult situation, once the bombs
are dropped. The impersonal nature of the bomb aa villain alsaso
minimizes the extent to which the actors can influence the direc-
tion of the drama. In other words, they cannot control if and
when the cdrama occura. They can only be the passive and random
recipiantas of whatever damage the bomb brings.

The person-as-victim themp 15 80 strong that the only
choice mentioned is really no choice at all bacause it is that
between life and death. Several participants in our survey
menticnez dHywiavring death to life in the event of a nuclear war:
atatemnerta &uch ss "1 would rather be dead than to aurvive a

Jclear nolocavuat”™ and "Survivors would wish they were dead' are
representitive. Several of theae astatements are in the active
voice, in contraat to many of the other actor, acene, and plot
atatenanta. It i1s almoat as i1f the actors portrayed in this
drama can have control only to the point of expresaing & prefer-
ence~-and evaen that preference, ii fultilled, meana one has made
a negative choice.20 No matter what, the actors cannot ba winners
in the drama; there is no card they can play that would be a
match for the power o0t the antagoniat.

The scene reinforces even further the passivity of the
actors, since they are torced simply to respond to the ettects of
the blast. The scene conatrains and dictateas their actions. The
moat prominent setting eslements to amerge were "limited resources
and service,'" ‘radiation and pollution,'” and "blaat effects' such

aa fireatorma, ftlying ol jecta, noiae, and heat. Leas prominent
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aspect:y of the scene are the cocncept of a nuclear winter and
general congestion ot highways and atreets.

The scene, then, is one in which life is very Jifferent
than before the blast. The contrast between pre-war life and the
current aetting is apparent in the atatements of our particiants
and 18 retlected in the numerocus timea reterences to the world or
civilization "as we know it" are maca: "Civilization as we know
it would disappear' and "It meana the end of the world as we KkKnow
it." One of the moat vivid and personal expreasiona of this
theme is the following: "I could see myself wallking around what
was once my neighborhood and just freaking out.” Clearly, then,
the setting theme here is one of contrast. Although dealing with
a world devastated by the bomb, this scene is placed beside the
scene of the familiar, everyday world we know, and the contrast
serves to magnify the intensity and extent of the davastation.

At the first level, then, the rhetorical viaion that
emergeé 18 one dominated by act and scene, with the bomb serving
sas an impersonal perpetrator and humans as pasaive victinms, The
vision shifts slightly after the immediate effects of the blast
are over, the debris has settled, and anyone &still alive enmerges.
Scene remains dominant, but survivora attempt to cope more ac-
tively with what the world has become. The plotlines no longer
are those concerned with the proceas of destruction, but with the
process ot coping with the destruction.

With the shift in emphasis of the plot themes, we see a
correaponding shift in actor themea. Une thread of thias vision
sees survivors as taking control, mutually aiding one another 1n

order to enaure the continuation ot the race: “We are a race ot
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survivorg--we would close ranks and help each start over . . . .
Equally possible, however, 18 the oppoaite alternative--that the
shortage of rescurces (already a dominant feature of scene; would
be so massive that violence would become the dominant coping
responege. One of our subjectsa aptly summarized this possibility:
“"People would fight againat each other in order to survive." In
the first possibiity--that of mutual aid--the actors begain to
dominate the scene, while in the violent ecenario, the scene
continues to be a dominant motif that overshadows the acts of the

people involved.

The Day After

The rhetorical vision that emerged from our aurvey was in
easence the same as that presented in the film. The difference
ia & natter of emphaasis rather than subatance. Also, these two
kinds of discourae--psrasonal essays and film--neceaaarily tell
their astories in ditterent ways. The film is a lengthy treatment
relying heavily on visual effects, while the personal statements
are briet deacriptionsa ot the themes that came to mind most.
readily. In sum, the survey atatements and the film seem to be
merely ditferent discuraive expresaasiona of the viaion summarized
in the laast section. Rather than repaat that vision here, we
point out the ways in which the film depicts the tantasy themes
the ways those depictiona differ from the i1images reflected in the
astatements,

The Day After 1s organized into three seqments, character-
1;ed as life before the attack, the attack, and the post-attack

atruggle. This pattern aseta up a sharp contrast between orainary
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lafe as we know it and the devastation of nuclear war. Although
the same division waga not as apparent in the peraonal statements,
in part becauase of the atructure of the survey question, the
comparison of the post-bomb situation with present-day life was
found there too.

There seems to be, then, a contrasting rhetorical vision
that otten is placed beside the vision of a nuclear war--a vision
of how lite 18 now. In the tilm, the eacalating crisis and aubse-
guent attack intrude upon and diarupt the daily livea of the
charactera, making these everyday events 1mportant symbola of the
world that we take for granted. The pre-war characters are
actively in control ot their lives, the sacene ls 6ne of ordinary
middle America, and the plot is mundane life--a haircut; a wed-
ding rehearaal, aurgery, a visit to an art gallery. After the
attack, the characters are depicted as paasive victims, auffering
pain and death, out ot control in an alien land. The contrasat
between these two 1mages is important for understanding the drama
of nuclear war.

Wa turn now to the specific elements of the rhetoraical
vision--the actors, plotlines, and scenes. In the aurvey, the
actors were paasive victimg. Saimilarly, in the tilm, the vision
that emerges has the characters able only to reapond to what
happena: they have no intluence over the courae ot the eventsa.
The bpombp 1is an undifferentiated and impersonal antagonist,
agqainst which the charactere arae powerlesa. The tilm leaves
ambiguoua the exact details of how the bombs came to be dropped,

adding to the sense 0ot impersonality aa wall aas lack of control.
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The victimage theme is graphically portrayed in the film in the
torm of radiation illness,. blinanrkssa, cripplang wounag, burns,
death, and separation.

Separation is a particularly strong theme in The_ pay
After. Important to note in this regard is the emphasis placed
on tamily bonds in the pre-attack segment ot the zilm. Thia
bonding was depicted in a variety of waya, one of the most cur-
ious of which was that at least three instances of love-making
were included in the script. The various depictions of family
bonding set the viewer up to experience tamily separation as
particularly wrenching. The airman asarches in vain for nis wife
and child; the Qates tamily is completely aeparated ags a result
of the attack; and although the farm family is able to atay
together tor a tima, they, too, are separated when the childaren
are aent off to Lawrence for medical attention and the father 1ia
killed by treapassera.

The victimage theme 18 &0 s£rong that several survey
participanta noted the praferability of death over life. Al-
though this choice is not featured in the tilm, neither i1s 1t
ignored. When the farmer’s wife triea to comfort him by asaying,
“We’re lucky to be alive," he responds, ‘“We’ll see how lucky that
is « . « "

The statement that death may be preterable to lite re-
flecta a kKind of choice, as noted i1in the last section, but 1t is
not the only choice i1in the tace of nuclear attack, according to
the discourse we examinad. Taking charge and exerting control
come in the tilm’s scenarios 2or survival, in which peopie 101n

together to reconatruct civilization. Aa in the aurvey state-
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ments, two possible approaches to survival are presented in the
f1lm. Un the one hana, there is survivor violence, with people
fighting one another--still victims of the saituation. The farm-
ar, for i1nstance, uses his shotgun to protect his family in the
celiar, only to be shot later by trespassers. The movie aleao
depicts tiahts over water and food, and rumora ot firing 8squads
turn out to be true. On the other hand is the poasibility that
victims will work together in order to exert control and restore
a sense of normality to the world, a scenario also depicted in
the £1ilm,.

Ti.15 latter activity is shown is several ways. Dr. Oates
and the other medical personnel try to keep the hospital func-
tioning. Just aifter the attack, Oates tells those at the hoapi-
tal that they muast work with the ataff in order to survive, and
Oates himseltf works to the point of exhaustion to help asa many
people as posaible. In another acene, a stranger intrudea upon
the tarm tamily sheltered in their basement. They are initially
anxious but eventually let the stranger, a student trying to gat
home from the university, into their enclave. Thia act turns out
to be of mutual benefit. In the final scene of the film, Oates
triea to evict a trespasser from the rubble ot his house, but in
an act of compassion, the man reaches out to hand Cates an
orange.

Ur. Uates, the main character ot the film, seems to embody
both of the survival extremes. At times he is oriented toward
human:tarian concerns, and at others he is selfish and self-

protective. He orderas the hospital doors closed at one point
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because of overcrowding and lack of staff. Later, he says to let
as many into the hospital as possible.

Just as the actor themes parallel those of our survey, for
the most part, so do those oi the plotlines. The destruction and
death scenario 1s especially strong in the film, as it vas i1n the
personal atatements. The dramatic scene atter the attack 1s one
of devastation. Kansas City is wiped out, as we see at tne end
ot the film, and even in remote areas where biaat eftecta are not
great, averything ia covered with radioactive ash, the 201l 18
contaminated, and dead animals and people lie about the lana-
scape.

While there is much physical destruction--especially at
ground zero--the film suggeats that deatruction will not be
total. Some buildings remain satanding, some animals survive, and
even a few of the characters make it to the end of the film
without evidance ot injury or 1llness. Furthermore, as the tilm
implicitly suggesats via the farm family who retreats to thear
cellar, survival 1s posaible 1t you stay 1n an underground ghel-
ter until radiation levels decrease.

The scenic elements of the tilm serve to reintorea the
actor and plot themesa. Scenic elements are especially salient in
the film because ot i1ts visual ettects. The attack sequence
itaelf 18 interesting from a scenic perspective. Lastina apout
four minutes, 1t depicta an image of numerous blastas, mushroon
cloudes (twelve shota in all), fire storma, flying objecta,
vaporized people, and electro-magnetic ettects. These depictions

1liustrate many of the statements of our survey participants.

“Kadiation and pollution'" and "limited reaources,’' two oOf
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the most frequently mentioned themes in the survey statements,
were also major developments in the f£ilm. The tfalling radioact-
ive ash covera the pecple, animala, buildings, vegetation, and
ground. Throughout the story, the atmospheric radiation 18 measa-
ured and reported, and it does not decrease at the rate expected.
The 1nadequacy of medical supplies and services at the Univereity
hospital is perhaps the single most central focal theme of the
ti1lm., At one point, LUr. Oates declares that their hoapital may
be the oniy one operating within a hundred miles ana that they
had better prepare tor a rush ot sick and injured people. Thia
statement, i1n addition to the depictions of struggles for food,

water, ana shelter, makes the limitation ot resources obvioua.

irony: The Deep Structure of the Vision

Having established the basic rhetorical vision of nuclear
war empodied 1n this discourse, what remains is to examine the
deep structure ot the viaion or the underlying tframe in which the
entire drama is placed. Cragan and Shields argue that three
basic rhetorical dramas exist at the meta-level--the pragmatic,
the social, and the righteoua. Further, they auggest that these
three orientations are reaponsaible tor producing the basic rhe-
torical visions that emerge in regard to a particular issue or
contlict.4l The deep structure is, in short, the gquiding force
of any drama.

The rhetorical vision of nuclear war, however, does not
fi1t well 1nto any of these three deep structures. none is

powertul enouah to Justify the drama. The strongest source might
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be righteousness, but the limited number of references to who
started the war and the rationale ftor doing ao--both in our
sample and in the film--suggests that thia 18 not the tounda-
tional meta-theoretical atance underlying this rhetorical vision.
We maintain that a fourth frame 18 necessary to explain the deep
structure of this particular vision--the frame of irony.

Irony not only seems capable of explaining the essence of
the nuclear-war viaion by detinition, but several referencesa in
our sample and in the film also point to the existence of the
ironic trame. lnteresting to note ia that we placed all such
atatements in the "General' category because they did not deal
with apéc1£1c actor, scene, or plot elementa, turther supporting
the existence of i1rony as a meta-theoretical framework. T[he
atrongeat such atatement. was, '"The war 1itselt I would hope to be
in vivid technicolor (beat asaved for the 4th of July’>." This 18
almoat a classic ironic statement. Others include, 'The icea of
a nuclear war is iudicrous,'" "[t would be the most explicit act
of atupidity every committed,' and "We deserve everything we get
if we start a nuclear war."

Irony is characterized by incongruity Qétugen what 18 ex-
pected and what occura, In its narrowest form, it 18 a aspecific
figure ot apeech in which words express a meaning different fron
their literal denotation. Irony also can take the 'pose of
ignorance' of a Socrates--i.e., a dramatic technique ugetul for
bringing an audiance to view something in a particular way. ur,
it can be viewed as a general outlook or framework from which to
view the contradictions or inconsistencies of life.2?

But irony involvee more than than simply the placing
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together of i1ncongrucous experiences. It involves the assumption
of a particular role on the part ot the audience--that of ironic
detachment. To grasp irony, we muat separate out the two
meanings involved--the literal and the intendea. Thia act is
posaible only from a detached standpoint; 1f we cannot step back
from the words, we cannot see tham in their two senses.23
Somewhat paradoxically, however, thie detachment produces
a cohesive bond between audience and rhetor. A close partnership

exiats when those involved share the interpretive act of irony.

Booth explains:

The very intricacy ot our interpretive act builds for us, when
we manage to do it right, a tight bond with the author . . . .
Even though some readers or listeners may be left by the

wayside, those who come along will be clamped inexcapably into

the author’s patterna--they will in tact have the illusion of

having built each point for themeslves, 24

Burke goes even turther in terms of stressing the cohesion that
results within the ironic franme. He notes: “True irony . . . is
based upon & sense ot tundamental kinship with the enemy, as one
needs him, 18 indebted to him, is not merely outside him as an

—— e et

observer but contains ham within, being consubatantial with
him."<4® The audience and rhetor, then, share a strong commitment
and identity as a result of the proceas of irony.

ln addition to cohesion between audience and rhetor,

detachment carries with 1t a sense of superiority in that we are

able to graasp, otten very quickly, the various levels of meaning
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involved. This sense of superiority contributes further to the
cohesion ot the audience.: “‘We’ are the insiders, we know what
we Kknow, we have seen the wheels within wheels that make this
complex and mysterious world qo round.'<26 Brown arques that the
sense ot detachment and accompanying susperiority result in a
transforming point of view--i.e,, we aee something quite diftter~
ently ae a result ot the i1ronic trame. Such transformation,
then, aerves as a way of changing attitudes and influencing value
choices, 27

The outcomes of irony--detachment, cohesion, superioraty,
and transformation--were evident in The Day After and bear di-
rectly on the nuclear war i1saue in important waya. First, the
film contains several acenes that lead the viewer to take an out-
of-trame view ot what was happening. In contrast with ascenes
that drew the viewer into the experience of the characters, these
accented distance. In one acene, the airman seeka shelter in a
store. In the foreground is an old-fashioned scale--the type
that telle your weight and reads your tuture tor a penny. A sasgn
on the acale, still standing, reada, ‘“Character Readainga--Your
Future?" The astute viewer will chuckle and ask, ‘*What tuture?®
in another example, the pregnant woman, aaked to explain why ashe
ia holding back on giving birth, delivers a rather lengthy com-
mentary about the future of her child. Her speech 18 1ronic an
tone; at one point she aska if we can now aimply sweep up the
dead, fill in the holes, and build supermarketas. Here she cap-
tures the frame of reference which the audience likely shares--
the i1ncongruity betwaen human exparience as we know it and what

18 being experienced in this particular vision. Detachment and
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distance are crucial in order for the compariscon being made here
to wWork.

The sense of detachment, however, goes further in the
£iim. It pLaces sach of us a8 viawers in a poaition of superior-
ity. We are not simply characters in the drama or its observers.,
Rather, the villain--the choice toc unleash nuclear bomba--is
contained within us. This level of irony i1s especially atrong in
the f£ilm and 18 set up early when Uatea and his daughter visit an
art qellery. Viewing a Chinese painting, the daughter discusses
the difficulty of figuring out the angle from which to view
the landscape because Chinese painte.s want you to be in the
landecape itself.

lo suggest that thie is a reterence to the options we have
in terms ot the nuclear 1ssue may aseem far-fetched were it not
for the tact that thia becomes a recurring theme in the £ilm.
Not only does Dr. Oates flash back to this particular acene near
the end ot the film, but camera shots reinforce thias point at
crucial scenes. Immediately before the nuclear attack, the cam-
era zooms back sc we see only the skyline of the city in the
distance. That scene 1s punctuated by the flash over the city.
Again at the end, the camera moves trom a close-up ot Oates
kneeling in the remains of his house to a panorana of the des-
troyed city. Nowhere else in the tilm are such distant camers
ashote used. They serve to take us out of the frame and to view
the irony of what 1s happening with greater clarity than the
characters themaelves might. Ultimately, the film suggeats, we

do have a choice, and the frame or deep atructure offered by irony
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reveals to us what this choice is: we can ramain in the land-
acape, caught up in the particulara ot the drama, or we can move
cutside of it, realize where the real villain lies, and take

neasures now to ensure that the nuclear drama remains tiction.

Conclusion and Implications

This atudy has revealed a pasic vision o©of nuclear war in
both personal statements and in the film, The Day After. That
the different formate--a f£ilm and personal statements--seem to
reflect the same viaion validates the exiatence of a core vasion
abcut nuclear war that has chained out in our aociety. A logi-
cal next step, which is beyond the scope ot this essay, 18 Tto
determine the nature ot the vision as 1t 18 manitest in other
kKinds of diacourse, such as books, articles, ana speeches. Such
examinationg, combined with studies ¢t other tilma, will improve
our underastanding of the naﬁhre of the nuclear war viaion.

In addition, this rhetorical viaion needs to be compared
with thomse that chained out during popular and unpopular wars ot
the past as well as during the so-called "Cold War."28 There
well may be similaritiea, and moat certainly are disaimilaritiea,
among the rhetorical visions of the war genre. Such information
also may ahed light on the diatinctiveneas ot the nuclear-war
vision.

An understanding of this vision carriss important implica-
tions in several areas. First, 1t suggests that the fantasy
themes of nuclear war need to be taken i1into account by bhothn
proponents and opponents of nuclear defense. It can provide

cluea aa to which concernsg are moat important to addreas, the
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argumentative strategies to use in dealing with those issues, and
how best to conceptualize one’s audience. We suggest that nei-
ther side has dealt adequately with the meta-structure of irony,
although the opponents probably have made better use of such
tactics, 1if the bumper sticker, 'One nuclear bomb can ruin your
whole day,* is at all representative.

If the lironic frame functions as we have suggested, it
should be capable of producing and maintaining a highly cohesaive
audience while atill capable of bringing in new and uncommitted
audiences, This dual task ise crucial to but often problematic for
many social movements--~-how to suatain the converts while retel-
ling the story for those who have just arrived. Irony seems able
to meet the need of incompatible audiences without a loss of
power or impact. In part, the economy of irony is reaponsible, a

value which Booth describes well:

. +« + 1t 18 an almost i1ncredibly economical form of communi-
cation . . . . [f in describing it ‘straight’ I try to
include some account o0t the cultural preconceptions on which
the siient communion depends, 1 find that I need two or three

hundred words at a minimum, and even then, of course, the

emotional force has been dissipated.<®

The potential use of irony as an actual rhetorical strategy for
aocial movements needs to be studied more fully, if its function-
ing 1n the nuclear ware movement is at all indicative of 1its
force and capabilities.

rurthermore, this study accents the importance of analyzing

fanrasy tnemes as they appear in more than one form of discourse.
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Fantasy-theme aﬁalVSes 0of single pieces of discourse such as
films are interesting but by themselvesa cannot reveal the
rhetorical vision in its fullnesa. Along the same line,

we must remember that tantasy themese are chained out throuah
interperaonal communication and that the rhetorical vision 18 not
Just something reflected i1n public diacourse: 1t is to pe tound
in the i1mages of private citizens and manifest in private aigs-
courae,

Fantasy themes, the fabric of the rhetorical visions of
our culture, provide important insights into how paople think and
what they talk about Qhen contfronting i1assues of the day. Hope-
fully, this atudy has contributed to our underatanding of the
viaion giving riae to and arising from the diacoursae ot nuclear

war ao prevalent in today’s aociety.
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TABLE 1

FREWUENCIES OF FANTASY THEMES BY CATEGORY
===========.‘-‘========3====8====B============================"..‘=

Fantasy-Theme
Grouping Category Subcategory Frequencys+
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AC?‘OR "'"."'l"'.'..".'ll".-".'."l'll".l"'."'l" 50

Physical effects 12

Being crippled

Blindneas

Burns

Inabiity to breathe d
Bodily deterioration

Nausea

Radiation effecte

Torn akin

s NN ®

leath preferred to life 10

v

(no subcategories)

Confusion 10

General confusion (chaos) 6
Thingas happening too tast to
comprehend
Governing agencies confused
and ineffective
Confusing blast with earth-
quake
Panic following confusion

Suffering S

General suftering 2
Suffering near center of blast

Pain
Delayed suttering

Separation d

Separation from family 3
Abandoned children

='.‘-‘=====“.‘.=================================II====8================

«]n order of magnitude.
esEkmpty cells in this column indicate only one instance.

Q 30




TABLE 1 (CONTINUED)

Mental effects 4

General emotional response

(shock) 2
Delayed bad memories
Guilt

Prior tear (being atraid of nuclear war beitore
it happena) 3

(no subcategoriesa)

Othar P4

" Survivor selfishness
No winners

SETTING ""."""'."""'."."'."'I""'."""""" b-l

Limited rescurces and services 19

Medical assiatance not avail.

Lack of food and/or water

Uti1lities out of commisairon

General lack ot lite resources

No defenae measures

Too few people to care for
injured

No government services

Economic collapse

Lack ot shelter

w b O

Radiation and pollution 13

General pollution of resources
Radiation in atmosphere
kadiation spreading

Radiation contamination

VIV S
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TABLE 1 (CONTINUEN)

(E- X XX X 2 i X i i i i i i it i 2Ei i it i i i 2 i i i i i 22 0 2 0 0 0
dlast effects -}
Fireastorm 2
Muahroom cloud
Noise
Heat

Silence first
Flying objects
Craters

Nuclear winter

)

Darkness (no sun) 3
Cold 2
Nuclear winter (general)

congestion 3
Highwaya and atreeta clogged 2
Crowds of evacuees in outlying

areas

Spiritual hereafter 2
Beginning ot hereatter
Day of Judgmant

T Y R R L EE T X XX i it 2 i i 2 0 2 22 R R R O B 00
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TABLE 1 (CONTINUED)

FE - F X E X R RS EEE AR SRR R EAEREE SR SRR I R i 2 A A R R R 2 R R 2 2 B R B i B 0

PLOT ® W 9 90 ¥ B U O P U O W PO U P W U PO O P U S OGS Y P PSSO lgz

Total destruction 51

(no aubcategories)

Death 30
General daath (unspecifieaq’ 249
Gradual death l4
Universal death 8
Inatant death 4

General (undesignated) destruction 20

(no subcategories)

Survival 16
Not all killed 9
Difficulty of life among
saurvivors q
Mutual aid among survivors 3
Survival in remote areas 2
Survival in areas of world
not involvad in war
Only few aurvive
Leaders housed underground
Local destruction 15
Area of blaat 9
Populated areas 3
U. S. and U.S.S.R. 2
Remote areas t(downwind)
=3====I83=========l==l=============================8===========Iﬂ
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TABLE 1 (CONTINUED)

Racovery 10

New age of civilization
Pioneering--return to simplicity
Later tunctioning of govern.
Rise of dictatorship

Need for world government

N o

Survivor vioclence e
Violence over resaources 3
Survivors fight each other 3
Military action 6
Penetration of defenses ' 2

Exchange and escslation

(war not limited) 3
Strikes on launch pads only
Nonhuman survival 5
Evolution to new lite forms 3
Survival of bacteria
Survival in oceans
Short war 1
(no subcategories)
tlther 9
war not limited 3
No warning 2
Nuclear accident
Radio provides 1nformation
Laws wiped out
Flight to countryside
""============================================================
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TABLE 1 (CUNTINUED)

g L L R R R R R R R R R L R R R N O o e g

GENERAL COMMENTS 3.2
Nuclear war i1s incomprehensaible. 13
Nuclear war 18 horrible. 12
Nuclear war ia Judicrous. o)
Nuclear war will not happen. 2

UNCUDABLE (illegible, not understandable, off task) l4g
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TABLE 2

THEME CATEGORIES AND ILLUSTRATIVE STATEMENTS

[ E S X R AR A SRR R AR EEE R EREAR R AR AR R RS RERIAERREREEEREREE-ERF 5

There Illustrative
Groupingas Categories Statenents
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ACTOR PHYSICAL EFFECTS

There would be a lot of blind people.
Bodies would begin to decay before they
died.

DEATH PREFERRED TO LIFE

1l hope 1 would be killed.
Death would be preferable to survival.

CONFUSION

There would be contusion.

Nobody would realize what had happenad.
SUFFERING

The suffering would be great.

Survivors would suffer untold pain.
SEPARATION

There would be abandoned children.
One might not find friends and family.

MENTAL EFFECTS

Those in areas not destroyed would be
doomed to a lifetime of nightmare mem-
ories and revelations ot effects of the
holocaust.

1l could see myself . . . Just freaking
out.

PRIOR FEAR

Just thinking about it 1s scary enouqh.

The very thought of having to live with
this makes our lite and family living
fearful of life itself.

4
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TABLE 2 (CONTINUED)

EE A A XS A E 222 R X R EE R AT A RS R ER SR AR R AR R R R R R R R R R REREREERE R

SETTING

LIMITED RESOURGCES AND SERVICES

There would be no tood or drink tfor many.
Medical, health, and ambulance operations
would be disrupted.

RADIATION AND POLLUTION

Deatruction would be followed by maassive
pollution of all water, air, and tood.
Radiocactive energy will £ill the air.

BLAST EFFECTS

There would probably be mushroom clouds.
Objects would become £flying objects.

NUCLEAR WINTER

Nuclear war would be followed by nuclear
winter. '

The temperature ot the world would drop
below freezing due to blockaga of the
sun.

CONGESTION

Highways and streets would be hopelessly

clogged.
Clogged highways, broken down vehicles,
everyonae trying to escape.

SPIRITUAL HEREAFTER

After the war and the end of this worlid,
the Day of Judgment will begain.,
It may be the beginning of the hereafter.
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TABLE 2 (CONTINUED)
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PLOT
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I

FOTAL DESTRUCTION

Vast destruction with much of the popu-
lation either dead or dying,

A nuclear war would be the worst and
final disaster of the world.

ISENERAL DEATH

One might not live.
Millions would be dead.

GRADUAL DEATH

Death for those who live outside
the immediate blaat would be
gradual.

Individuals who ware safely sheltered
would eventually die when they were
forced out of their shelters into a
hostile anvironment.

IUNIVERSAL DEATH

Eventually everyone would die.
There would be no survivors.

INSTANT DEATH

Most people would die instantanecusaly.
Many thousands would die immediately.

GENERAL DESTRUCTION

The destruction would be extenaive.
A nuclear war would be devastating.

SURVIVAL
There may be survivors.
Probably more remota areas would survive.
=::::==========================================_======8=2
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TABLE 2 (CONTINUED)

X & &+ R SR R ER-R XS X R 2 2R EE SRR R AR EEFEE RN EERERERERLE RN B B J

LOCAL DESTRUCTION

A nuclear war would show i1ts worsast

effects at the center of the blast.
Cities will be desatroyed.

RECOVERY

Later, governing agenciea might again
atart to function.

Perhaps in ages to come a new worldg
would emerge and grow.

SURVIVOR VIOLENCE

Violence would result trom fighting for
rare food.

People would fight againat each other
in order to aurvive.

MILITARY ACTION

Strikes would be made on launch paas

without cities peing the primary
targets,

The U.S. would aend off all their

nuclear war heads and others would
hit us in all major cities.

NONHUMAN SURVIVAL

Some bacteria might survive,

If any life would remain it would
probably be in the oceana.

SHORT WAK

It would last perhaps all of ZU minutea.
It would be short.
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GENERAL COMMENTS

Nuclear war is like hell.

It is almost incunceivable to visg-
walize what a nuclear war would
be like. :

1t would be the moat explicit act ot
atupidity ever committed.

Being an optimisat, 1 do not think it
will ever happen.
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