BARTHES ON JAMIE:
 Myth and the TV Revolutionary

Gilly Smith

School of Arts andMedia

University of Brighton

Introduction

In this paper I look at the work lifestyle television producers do to exploit popular myths to sell aspiration to viewers.  I am interested in the various ways in which the media education programmes of the 1980s have found expression in new television formats.  I suggest that the radical potential of such schemes is now concentrated on the politics of food and other schemes for improving one’s lifestyle.
Roland Barthes, one of Europe’s most influential Marxist thinkers on the role of language in society, helped to transform the purpose of cultural study with the publication of his book, Mythologies in 1957. The compilation of a series of articles written between 1954 and 1956 for the left-wing magazine, Lettres Nouvelles analysed and interrogated the everyday myths that construct our perception of the world and our place within it. This paper looks at the legacy of Mythologies half a century on, exploring its relevance to the construction of our modern world through Lifestyle Television, and in particular to the campaigning work of Jamie Oliver and his ‘food revolution’.  It revisits how Barthes’ ideas have shaped our understanding of culture and, finding a gap in the field of media production, explores some of the unknown or unarticulated forces that are shaping media practice by Lifestyle Television producers such as Pat Llewellyn (The Naked Chef, The F Word) and Amanda Murphy (Supernanny). Finally, it explores the political potential of myth for a television industry which has already created a set of narratives about what we eat and why.
Barthes’ work is inextricably linked to semiology, the science of language founded by the Swiss linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure who created a new discourse in cultural thinking at the beginning of the century. Mythology was a small part of what Barthes called Saussure’s ‘vast science of signs’ (Barthes 1957: p111), and one of the many types of speech which make up our highly complicated language.  Saussure suggested that meaning is structured by the interplay between signified (the concept), the signifier (‘the acoustic image’ (ibid p 113) and the sign (the word). Alone, each of these pieces of the jigsaw of language, he said, is meaningless but as a whole, the system of language produces a picture which its ‘speech community’ (Cullen 1976 p 19) buys into. But what Saussure termed, the ‘arbitrary nature of the sign’ (Course, 68; Cours, 100 from Cullen 1976 p19) and the culmination of meaning created by signifier plus signified is more than just a system of random naming or nomenclature. It is subject to a rich layering of meaning according to each country’s cultures. The sign then, because of its arbitrary nature, must be open to interpretation. 

For Barthes, exploring the potential of this process was the driver for his life’s work. Facts, he said, are ‘endowed with significance’ (Barthes 1957: p111). Decoding a message was an essential part of understanding its meaning, taking into account all that contributed to it, from its historical context to its intended audience. The context of signification was all; it was a construction of meaning, a political act and certainly for the young, left wing journalist, it was about use and misuse of power at a time of significant cultural change.  

Barthes’ France of the 1950s and 1960s was a place of rapid social and economic change as a new era of mass consumerism was encouraged by the post war boom and the rise of advertising across the Western world. A new socially mobile working class was engaging with a media-constructed reality in which aspiration for new consumer goods, whiter, cleaner clothes and skills in ornamental cookery encouraged them to invest in ‘aspiration’  and become more connected to the fantasy of a ‘good society’ perpetuated by the mass media. The myth promised control over one’s life, resolving the emptiness and alienation of the workplace; Barthes was keen to expose this; it was:

‘Nothing other than the imaginary relation of individuals to their real conditions of existence; it teaches them to recognise (that is to misrecognise) themselves as free responsible individuals, and thus ‘voluntarily’ to reproduce the dominant relations of production.’ (Moriarty 1991: p171) 

The increasingly influential media emerging in Barthes’ France of the 1960s provided rich pickings for his work. The seductive magazine photography, advertising posters and point of sale promotion he called the ‘materials of mythical speech’ (Barthes 1957, p114) represented a ‘second-order semiological system’ (ibid) in which the sign in the first order became a signifier in the second. He termed it a ‘meta-language’ (ibid, p115) in which Saussure’s original formula of signifier+signified=sign created another tier of meaning, packed with motivation by its creators.  Elle magazine, one of many women’s magazines targeting this new market, was full of these ‘materials’ and was for Barthes a ‘mythological treasure.’ (ibid) It encapsulated the aspirant values of the working class and presented it with an impossible dream, the ability to cook with the kind of ingredients that the average housewife would never buy in the first place. In his essay ‘Ornamental Cookery,’ (Barthes 1957: p 79) he deconstructs the farce in which the magazine trains its readership in the art of haute cuisine. He describes the colour photograph of a prepared dish; ‘golden partridges studded with cherries, a faintly pink chicken chaud-froid, a mould of crayfish surrounded by their red shells, a frothy charlotte prettified with glace fruit designs, multicoloured trifle, etc.’ (ibid). For its aspirant working class readership, the fantasy of the recipe was nothing to do with cooking – or indeed eating this feast, but of aspiring to the lifestyle of the people who did.  

Unlike L’Express, a working class magazine of the same era which offered recipes to a readership which would be more likely to serve it at the family dinner table, Elle’s obsession with beauty fetishised cookery for Barthes. It removed it from any connection with the means of production, just as consumerism is a distraction from the comparison with everyday life.  ‘Cooking, according to Elle is meant for the eye alone, since sight is a genteel sense’. (Barthes 1957, p78)  Again, gentility has to do with the perception of a lifestyle which is just out of the readers’ grasp - and all the more desirable for it. Importantly for Barthes, it was the connotation of the chicken chaud-froid rather than the denotative skinless chicken breast that was whetting the social appetite of Elle’s readership. (ibid p 79)

Over the next 50 years, structuralists such as Louis Althusser and post modernists such as Frederic Jameson would explore the impact of how myths construct thought itself. Gramsci’s theory of hegemony also became profoundly linked to the understanding of Barthes’ work, suggesting that a consensus culture develops under Capitalism making bourgeois values appear to make sense for the working classes. This in turn, he said, maintains the status quo. The Birmingham School’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (Hall, 1980) added to a plethora of cultural analysis (for example, Williams, 1958; Hoggart, 1957) and, with The Frankfurt School (Adorno, Horkheimer, 1985), provided a rich seam of ideas in which a new generation of graduates could explore the impact of Marxist thinking on Western Society’s Ideological State Apparatuses (Althusser, 1970), and, in particular, the media.
It would be pushing a point to suggest that Television in the late 1980s and 1990s was largely produced by ideologically informed graduates of the Frankfurt and Birmingham schools, but Jane Root, one of the TV executives credited with creating Lifestyle TV (Smith, 2008 p80) graduated from London College of Communications in the early 1980s where critical theory was part of the curriculum. She went on to study the philosophical and historical construction of society in an MA in International Relations at the famously Marxist Sussex University.  She would later employ Jamie Oliver’s producer, Pat Llewellyn who studied film theory at the University of Westminster in the mid 1980s; ‘I started off by doing quite 'serious' telly,’ she says. "The first thing I ever commissioned was a philosophy series that included people such as Jacques Derrida’. (Low, S, Daily Telegraph, 20 Jul 2002).  
Television offered this generation an opportunity to make a real difference to the way society saw itself, with an enormous expansion of output as channels and ideas multiplied in the early 1990s.  For Root and Llewellyn, their biggest influence would be in Lifestyle TV. Llewellyn explained to me how Lifestyle was first re-imagined for a new generation. Jane Root had sent a memo to staff at Wall to Wall Television asking for ideas on food or gardening to fulfil a new ‘Lifestyle’ brief from the commissioning editors of BBC’s Factual TV. 
‘I wrote back and said I knew about food, so we came up with Eat your Greens (in 1992 with Sophie Grigson). There had been naff daytime things like Galloping Gourmet and Fanny Cradock in the afternoons, and then Floyd brought a traveller’s spin to that and a kind of post modern thing by calling the camera over. Food became about style and lifestyle and said so much about sophistication and class.’ (Smith 2008 p79)

LLewellyn tested more than 25 people in the search for someone who could offer something different to food, ranging from chefs to cookery writers to food journalists. “I looked at Jason Atherton long before he worked with Gordon (Ramsay)” she says. “I was trying to find someone who was a bit more informal.” (Smith 2008 p81) “A friend suggested that she watch a documentary called An Italian Christmas at The River Café in which a young chef in the background had an unusually natural way with both food and the camera.  “I remember seeing him and thinking ‘Oh, I didn’t go to the River Café. I should ring up Ruth and Rose and ask if I could nose around their kitchen to see if they had anyone. Jamie himself, despite his on screen charm looked too young. “He looked barely legal,” remembered Llewellyn. (ibid)

When they finally met, Jamie Oliver was making pasta in the kitchen of The River Cafe and Llewellyn noticed that despite his age, he was genuinely accomplished. “My mother has this thing that you can tell someone who can really cook by the way they use their hands and I’ve inherited that from her” she says. “I don’t know what it is.  He looked like he’d been doing it all his life – which he had. He had a lot to say. He clearly loved food and it was a big passion of his”. (ibid)

The story behind Oliver’s apparent overnight success is a little more prosaic; he was reluctant to change what he considered to be the perfect job at the River Cafe; he was learning from Rogers and Gray, two of the most influential chefs of the day about using the finest ingredients and employing radical ideals in the kitchen while earning £30,000 a year. His girlfriend, Jools, was employed there as a waitress and their shared dream was to open their own restaurant. The broadcasters were also slow to see the appeal. “It was a very hard sell” says Llewellyn. “People were very nervous because he was so young. Chefs weren’t thought to be so young and to get someone so inexperienced on telly wasn’t thought to be a good idea.  The BBC didn’t want him and so I went to Channel 4 and they didn’t want him. So I went back to my old boss” (Jane Root from Wall to Wall who was now running BBC2) “and she was up for it. She said that she’d been trying to poach Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall from Channel Four and she was looking for a new chef.” (ibid p82)  

The first programme just did not work. “It was fine but it wasn’t very special” says Llewellyn.  “His gran was in it and I think we tailored the food for her, and the recipes weren’t right and too complicated and a bit frumpy. And we had to translate every cookery term from the French that he had learnt at catering college. It was hard.” (ibid). She asked her boss at Optomen Television if she could start again, this time with a new format and she would direct it herself. Although it meant a loss of £60,000 in production costs her boss agreed. “We’d spent quite a lot of money on it but we thought although he had lots of potential and we hadn’t quite realised it. So I put the whole series on ice and finished Two Fat Ladies and then I did it myself.” (ibid)

The success of Llewellyn and Oliver’s relationship on both sides of the camera, her polite questions often meeting his cockney derision, were the signature of the series. “We had done it in the pilot with every intention of taking the questions out”, explains Llewellyn. “He was completely raw and everything came out at once”.  (ibid)

Five million viewers (BARB) watched the first series in 1999, a phenomenal success for a BBC2 show. The Naked Chef was the first Lifestyle series to offer a wraparound culture of youth, good food, cool music, clothes, scooters and friends. From the kitchen shelves laden with unread cookery books to the barbecues of shrink wrapped Tesco’s Finest, the producers were constructing a show that was about aspiring to the Naked Chef’s lifestyle and had very little to do with the real chef’s personal passion for healthy eating, local, seasonal sustainable sourcing and compassionate animal husbandry.  
As his media persona developed, Oliver was seen on screen as TV’s Naked Chef and snapped by paparazzi off screen popping around the corner from his flat to buy his vanilla pods and his fresh fish. London was represented in the series as an accessible, friendly village in which the corner shop was the centre of the community, where cheese shops and butchers lined his nearby streets, waiting for cheeky chappies to stop by for a natter and a slice of something nice. It was a world of old fashioned British values, even if the recipes were inspired by an Italian peasant diet. Off screen, Jamie Oliver’s world was quickly branded by the tabloids as stylish, youthful and healthy, with everything apparently within his reach; while his old school mates featured in his on screen barbecues, off screen he was Brad Pitt’s new best friend, taking his protégée chefs from his Fifteen charity with him to Los Angeles to cook at Pitt’s 40th birthday. (Smith, 2008 p113)  McCracken (2005, p. 112, from Lewis 2010 p587) would call him one of the ‘super-consumers’ of celebrity Lifestyle TV; ‘they are exemplary figures because they are seen to have created the clear, coherent, and powerful selves that everyone seeks.’ It was the clarity of the message for his audience, the absolute promise that life could be ‘pukka’ if you cook like Jamie that Barthes called ‘euphoric’ (Barthes 1957 p70). It was a perfect example of the Barthesian myth which distracted Lifestyle Television’s audience from the reality of its place within the dominant relations of production (Moriarty 1991: p171) and which has become the staple of Factual Entertainment TV.

Amanda Murphy is an award winning Executive Producer and consultant specializing in creating new prime time formats for multiple markets. Like Root and Llewellyn, Murphy was a student of cultural theory, graduating in 1985 from Leeds with a degree in Communications and Culture Studies. She thinks that although it may well have been only a small part of the self help puzzle, the newly imagined Lifestyle TV was meeting the needs of its audience. “Jamie is one of those larger than life (presenters) who’ve got a bit of character, a bit of skill and this transformational quality about them. That means that you can cast this super character who can transform whatever you want to transform and affect people’s lives enormously.” (Amanda Murphy, interview 7.12.11) She believes that it was the enormous potential of transformational television, which included Oliver’s food programmes, that led to the apparent ‘buy in’ by the audience.   
This echoes what Newcomb and Hirsch (1984) called a contract based on equivalence between TV producer and consumer. The matching of the creator (of the programme) and the audience in the making of meanings was later denounced by David Morley (1992) as facile, who held up the imbalance of power as evidence. 

At the time he may well have been right, in that the producers alone had

“power over a text and ... power over the agenda within which the text is constructed and presented. The power of viewers to reinterpret meanings is hardly equivalent to the discursive power of centralised media institutions to construct the texts which the viewer then interprets; to imagine otherwise is simply foolish”.  (Morley, 1992 p 31)

But Murphy believes that the development of technology has changed that contract and that a relationship is emerging which is more about a mutual exploitation between audience and producer.

 “In the past, TV audiences would just sit and watch – that was the culture. The whole dialogue was the broadcaster to the audience who passively absorbed. We’re a more interactive society now – technology has changed us and we want to take part, we want to have our say, we want to vote.  We’ve noticed that there’s an opportunity now for us to do more than the curtain twitching that we used to do and for us to take part and change our lives and to do something that we wouldn’t be mobilised to do ourselves. I think it’s the same way therapy works. There’s lots of acceptance now in this country that therapy can change your habits and attitudes for the better. That’s come from America and TV has tapped into that. Rather than vote for people who are brave enough to go on TV and change their lives, it could be you. I think it’s mobilised people to think that TV is the route for change, that it’s a natural and known and accepted route for change.” (ibid)

The offers of transformation ranged from being able to parent, clean, decorate and even sing better. But the big surprise was in the size of the audience that bought into Oliver’s unique style of transformation through food. 70% of his five million viewers (BARB) were young aspirant working class young men watching a TV chef for the first time, and not only drank up his missionary zeal for good food which promised so much more than mere nutritional value, but began to cook it themselves.  Unlike Fanny Cradock, Graham Kerr, Keith Floyd and Delia Smith before him, Oliver was presented as the bloke next door, living the kind of life his audience dreamed of. The identification with him led to a new breed of ‘lads’ cooking around the barbecue, showing off to their girlfriends and buying the message that cooking is cool. The Naked Chef, both programme and presenter, was lifestyle. Oliver showed us what he and his friends liked to eat and drink; ‘If I give them a nice roast lamb and a glass of wine, they’re going to be well chuffed’, he said in his first programme, blowing the cobwebs off the chef archetype and showing what food could do for social mobility. We met ‘the lovely Jools’, still at the time a glamorous but just-accessible girl-next-door whom he had met in the school playground. We were introduced to Uncle Alan who ‘used to look like Cliff Richard,’ and his children who podded peas for Jamie and effortlessly munched into roast chicken and coriander wraps on a picnic on Southend Pier. 

Barthes’ critic, Michael Moriarty (1991) might have equated this aspirant but ultimately farcical scene with Barthes’ views on wrestling; ‘This is ‘ludic and aesthetic in function…the duplicity of the event is part of the spectator’s pleasure’.  (Moriarty,1991 p20)  Barthes may have said that Jamie’s picture of these Essex children happily preparing healthy, slightly exotic food, was the perfect myth, in that it was neither true nor false. Myth, just like Television which manipulates real events featuring real people doing real things to create an edited programme representing the ‘truth’, is the compromise between the two. ‘Myth hides nothing and flaunts nothing; it distorts’, wrote Barthes; ‘myth is neither a lie nor a confession: it is an inflexion’ (Barthes 1957 p 129). The fact that we can see the myth being created by this collection of television images is, for Barthes, the very essence of mythology. What Saussure called ‘the sign’ is to Barthes ‘second order signification’, packed quite deliberately with meaning, and hiding nothing as it constructs its message. (Barthes 1957 p 121)  

Amanda Murphy fully admits that producers consciously tap into the audience’s aspiration for a better life;

“When we create these characters on TV, whether it’s Gareth Malone, Ramsay, Jamie, Supernanny or the Dragons, the power of TV means that we can make people believe they can do things a bit better.”  

I put Guy Redden’s point to her, that Lifestyle TV divides us into those who are ‘worth less’ and ‘worth more’ (Redden 2011).  “But (as a producer) you can do more than that,” Murphy tells me;   
“You can mobilise streets, villages, countries. You can take it to America. The power of actually getting an audience behind a message and making people feel better about themselves is to mobilise people en mass to do something more political. It’s not that difficult. I think you consciously take it to bigger places. Someone like Jamie, he’ll do huge community events that make people come together to believe that they can change something bigger. It’s no longer about making a difference to you and your family, it’s about something else. It happens on a larger scale”. (Interview 7.12.11)

Murphy was responsible for devising the parenting hit, Supernanny and sold it to ABC America and 47 different territories for Ricochet TV. She explains how the original idea was developed in 2003 to fill a genre gap, the magic moment when a producer spots something that hasn’t been done before. “The original idea came from Nick Emmerson who was a father of two young girls at the time” explains Murphy.  “We’d had property, property, property. There wasn’t quite so much food at that time, although Hugh” (Fearnely-Whittingstall) “was around. Nick was looking for interesting ideas and was clearly inspired by being a father.”  She explains how consciously ‘the message’ was constructed; 

“At first, all the chats were all very honest about audience figures and how to make a programme that, to use all those words that commissioning editors use, ‘makes a noise’ ‘has attitude’, ‘gets heard’. From a selfish point of view, the producer just wants to make a programme that stands out.” (ibid)

The team wanted to create a “new Mary Poppins, but not necessarily a warm Mary Poppins,” Murphy tells me. “She could be stern and she could be harsh because she would be more notable that way. It would have more edge.” Edgy, she explains, would mean the programme would be more talked about and would be a bigger series. Even the name ‘Supernanny’ was deliberate; “She was unusual. She was larger than life. She wasn’t your warm normal nanny or au pair. It was a super-hero thing.”

Murphy and her team began to cast, and Jo Frost with her unusual mix of stern authority and comparative youth was the clear choice. “She was quite ballsy, quite street,” says Murphy. But however suitable the presenter is, the creation is not complete without the production process and its enhancements. “We talked quite deliberately about the uniform,” says Murphy. “I commissioned the music that was slightly tense, like an edgy Mary Poppins coming to your street. We chose her shoes so they would click,” she says, reminding me of the stomping, striding theme tune. 

“We chose her uniform, put her hair up and found her some glasses that made her look more austere. We decided that she should be a little bit scary; we thought that if she had harsh edges, she’d have more impact and people would stand to attention when she walked in the room. Therefore the viewer would. Therefore the country would. Therefore, politically, she could do much more. It was a hugely conscious effort, from the styling of uniform to the props to the music, the editing and the way I filmed her. (ibid)

The success of the show was instant, attracting six million viewers (BARB) and resulting in three best-selling books, a magazine and Supernanny spin-offs in 47 countries.

 Jamie Oliver has made more than £100 million in book sales to date, but unlike Supernanny, his success also had an explosive impact on supermarket sales. His first-ever advertisement for a prawn curry pitched at the ‘lads night in’ market rocketed the sale of prawns by 900% in just six weeks at the beginning of his relationship with Sainsbury’s in 2002 (Smith, 2008 p122). The sale of nutmegs had already shown what could happen after Oliver suggested in his series that it was ‘just the job for a pukka Spaghetti Bolognese’. Weekly sales of jars of nutmeg rose from 1,400 to 6,000, prompting Sainsbury's to order two years' worth of stock. (ibid) Buyers were even sent out into the field to source new supplies to meet demand. The vanilla pod also became a ‘best seller’ after Oliver told us that he ‘popped them in jars of sugar’ and gave them away as presents. Barthes would not have been surprised; he wrote that naturalisation of mythologies is a sign of their success.  The fact that this apparent embourgeoisement of the audience could not really deliver them Oliver’s lifestyle was obscured by the ‘euphoric security of the myth’ (Barthes 1957 p70) that owning them could now provide. 

The signified prawns, nutmegs and vanilla pods had very little to do with the myth of the super-ingredients that Jamie fans now had on their larder shelves. Like the brands Arvidsson (2006) describes, these innocuous ingredients too gave us what he called ‘a source of shared beliefs, meanings and social connectedness within contemporary capitalism.’(Arvidsson 2006 p. 19) They not only merged 

“aesthetics and economics, informational and commodity culture, they have come to play a more profound role in organizing or giving meaning to the everyday. In today’s thoroughly branded existence, consumption can be seen to have taken on an enabling and productive quality, as a site or set of practices through which consumers construct the common social world that connects them to each other.” (ibid)
Barthes would have been more sceptical about the motivation for this normalising of the myth, but the fact that it worked to form a stronger bond around certain tribes in society, a more cohesive branding of the demographically differentiated audiences, would not have surprised him. 

The Naked Chef had clearly engaged a new audience and changed consumption patterns, and the man behind the myth quickly spotted its potential for revolution.  Setting up his own production company after leaving Pat Llewellyn and the BBC for Sanisbury’s and Channel 4, his new company, Fresh One could now begin to use his unique style of energy and commitment to make much more than aspirational TV. He would be moving beyond the myth into TV that was ‘initially and finally political.’ (Barthes 1957 p 146)
 Jamie’s Kitchen aimed to give under-achieving, often homeless young people a chance to transform their lives through cooking. It was the perfect extension of the Oliver brand’s success to date; from aspiring to his lifestyle to buying the kind of food Oliver cooked, young working class men had bought the message that Jamie Oliver represented a better set of opportunities, whether it was about getting the girl or the job. But despite the inevitable cynical reactions, the intention behind this series and the next, School Dinners, was about making real change. Amanda Murphy thinks it was always so with Jamie. “I think that Jamie is a political animal; there’s an intention in the programmes that he’s involved in that they will have a big political impact.” (Interview 7.12.11)

Fresh One attempted to build a new approach to TV production based on the Oliver brand values of honesty and integrity. It worked, attracting the kind of people who would add to its kudos. Fiona Gately of Prince Charles’ Duchy Originals was one of the consultants on School Dinners. “She is a very cool customer, a very clever woman,” says Tim Lang, Professor of Food Policy at City University and fellow consultant on the series. “She’s an astute woman with a strategic brain.” (ibid)  Organix chief and food consultant, Lizzie Vann wrote the Food for Life document for the Soil Association on which School Dinners was based but delivered it to Jamie Oliver because she believed that his influence would be the most powerful. “I put it on the counter” (at Fifteen, Oliver’s new restaurant in London’s Hoxton), she says. “He wasn’t there but I said, “We’ve just finished watching Jamie’s Kitchen and it’s a great programme, but this is his next TV series.” (ibid p 201)  The Soil Association supplied Fresh One with information about alternative ways of providing food into schools, and Tim Lang consulted on the politics. “I’m a great fan of what they did and how he grasped it immediately,” he says. “He went into really dangerous territory. Fresh One was dealing with a political no-go area which stretched back twenty years, starting with the 1980 Education Act under the Tories”, he tells me, referring to the outsourcing of school meals to the private sector. (ibid p195)

Oliver’s significance was tested in what Lewis would describe as a ‘pre-eminent site of social relations, communality and lifestyle ‘activism.’ (Lewis 2010, p580) His missionary zeal had informed his early desire to train young working class men to cook (The Naked Chef) to campaigning for healthy school meals (Jamie’s School Dinners) and more compassionate farming methods (The Big Food Fight, Fowl Dinners and The Big Fish Fight). And in some cases, it worked; Oliver has now trained a new generation of socially excluded young people to become professional chefs through his Fifteen Foundation. His Ministries of Food which set out to give simple recipes to families living on junk food have spread to Australia, and his American Food Revolution has battled against negative public opinion in a repeat performance of his post Naked Chef era, to reach the ears of Michelle Obama. His work with Alice Waters, chef and founder of America’s farmers’ markets to create ‘edible schoolyards’ in which learning, growing and eating healthily are integrated into the curriculum could be the result. 

Largely as a result of School Dinners, British schools are now putting emphasis on practical food experience, including cooking skills and food growing, helping to educate future food citizenship skills and increasing an understanding of how marketing affects food choices. According to the School Food Trust, the average school lunch is now lower in fat, sugar and salt than it was in 2005. (Nelson et al, 2011).  Claire Rick from the SFT told me: 

“Clearly, TV does have huge power. Whilst concerns had been growing about the quality of school food in England for a long time, it was Jamie's School Dinners that really brought the issue into the living rooms of many parents. In that instance, TV certainly had power to raise awareness of the issue - but the really difficult and complex work comes afterwards, in engaging and continuing to work with the many different people involved ...in many different ways, for the long-term.”   (email from Claire Rick 26.7.11)
Amanda Murphy says that although it’s not a driver for all producers, the potential for revolutionary TV is there.

“For some it is about audience figures, but lots of us do want to make an impact. I also made Changing Sex which was about making people think differently about transsexuals. Daisy Asquith’s latest film, My New Home which I’m exec on, specifically wanted to contrast immigrant children’s view of Britain in order to show British people how to look at themselves and how we treat immigrants. We consciously did it with that aim in five one hour programmes.” (Interview 7.12.11)

It is a small scale revolution and a game of snakes and ladders for Oliver. Despite his success in the UK, his American Food Revolution was axed after two episodes because of poor ratings and replaced by repeats of Dancing with the Stars.  Murphy, who took Supernanny to America, says that British producers need to think differently in the USA.  

“Americans don’t like to see their people being humiliated. They’re much more ‘everyone can do it’; the postman can be the President. So sneering at someone because their cooking is not very good isn’t acceptable in America. You take a superhero like Jamie to America and he’s got to have a success rate that’s growing and mushrooming before your eyes. It’s got to have great warmth; that person couldn’t cook and might have stuffed himself with loads of pizza, but rather than being told what to eat week in week out and having his fridge examined and being humiliated and embarrassed, he goes and learns how to cook. It’s all framed in the positive. He then teaches someone else how to cook who teaches someone else. That works in America. It’s about working out where the sensibilities lie in the different countries and where you can grow the idea. When you can make it mushroom, then it becomes political”. (Interview 7.12.11)

According to Moriarty, Barthes was a visionary ‘in that he looked for Utopia and how desire could be realised, how happiness could best be achieved’. (Moriarty, 1991) The key, he said, is in the motivation of the myth-makers (Barthes 1957, p141), and for a genuine revolution in food, that has to be more than TV producers.  The aspirant working class who bought into the values of the petite bourgeoisie in the early days of mass consumerism have been filled with half a century of social mobility, and many have more power now than when Barthes was first writing. Many are now in the driving seat of the food retail business and have clearly bought into the myth that consumption of certain foods offers a fast track to a ‘better’ way of life.  In an interview for my 2008 book about Jamie Oliver, Tim Lang said:

 ‘(Change) is not about organic free-range cooking for the Jamie fans. It’s when Morrisons commits to 15% of British retailing. Now that would have an impact. Jamie or you or I or the Prime Minister make bugger all of an impact’. (Smith, 2008   p 258).  Five years later, Morrison’s TV advertisements and web presence make much of its commitment to local producers, with all of its beef now British. With the use of ‘real stories’ in the making of its new myth, it presents itself as a supermarket that cares. 

The mass media with its sophisticated understanding of myth and its clever use of narratives to harness aspiration are now exploiting its potential to generate ideas which can change the world. ‘What single, simple, provocative thing can we do to make people think another way about an issue in the public conscience?’ Channel Four asks producers on its intranet site.  It is actively looking for new Factual Entertainment narratives which utilise the jeopardy of ‘will they/won’t they?’ that was so engaging for Jamie’s Kitchen and School Dinners audiences. Can it now encourage the same audiences into more food growing, better local and seasonal sourcing and a greater respect for what and how we eat? It seems that revolutionary ideas debated in University film societies and ideology seminars have, if not always consciously, filtered through to the production process of the mass media and become part of a new lifestyling mission. With a clearer understanding of viewing patterns and desires through audience figures, television is now reinventing myths that have become the basis for change. Led by the feel-good factor of the myth, television shows that aspiration and consumption can successfully mask the dominant power relations in society while introducing a new discourse in food and lifestyle.
The material for change is already there; a sustainable food policy at the core of every council’s vision of the future, reducing waste and carbon footprint and the cost of its related healthcare, would be packed with sub plots and personalities. Brighton already has one; Moulsecoomb, one of its most deprived areas now has an edible schoolyard similar to the idea Alice Waters has been promoting across America with Jamie Oliver since the late 1990s. The Brighton and Hove Food Partnership is quietly optimistic that working so closely with the council may have contributed to the drop in obesity rates among primary school children in the city for the first time in three years. (National Childhood Measurement Programme 2011).  

For Murphy, the media graduate TV producer, the political potential of Lifestyle is within reach;  

“It’s about the power of actually getting an audience behind a message, and on a small level making people feel better. (They think) ‘I’m not as bad as those people whose kids are so badly behaved, I’m a better cook than that woman on Can’t Cook, Won’t Cook.’ The next stage is to mobilise people en mass to do something more political. It’s not that difficult.” (Interview 7.12.11)

Jamie Oliver’s television programmes work within an industry which creates myth emptied of history and filled with meaning, but Oliver himself is ‘initially and finally political,’ (Barthes 1957 p 146) and is able to exploit the potential of myth to make the change he wants to see in the world. The motivation of this unlikely member of the petite bourgeoisie who sells a lifestyle based on consumption and aspiration and is one of the wealthiest men in the UK, seems to be genuinely revolutionary. Thurstan Crockett, head of sustainability at Brighton and Hove Council recognises a similar quality in some of the team leaders who inspire the city’s working class to grow their own vegetables. “People like authenticity” he told me.  “They understand that it’s about intention”.

Alice Waters agrees; she has been a mentor to Oliver throughout his career and as the founder of America’s farmers’ markets and one of the first chefs to use local, seasonal ingredients at San Fransisco’s Chez Panisse, has been making significant changes in the restaurant industry since the 1970s. Waters believes that Oliver has the quality of a revolutionary. “He has that rare quality; his compassion shows through however angry he is. It’s never destructive. He’s always someone who cares. And Americans really value that – everyone values that. It touches everyone.” I told her that she made him sound like Martin Luther King. ’Yes, I’m thinking of people like him who have that rare combination of radical politics and compassion.’ (Smith, 2008 p244) 

For Lifestyle Television to make fundamental and lasting changes to the way we consume, both at the supermarket and in our own homes, the ideologically informed producer cannot rely purely on an aspirant audience. Authenticity, the holy grail of TV production may be a complex concept in academic discourse, but is according to BBC research what audiences respond to.  “If you strip out the soaps and continuing dramas like Casualty,” Gill Hudson, editor of Radio Times through Jamie’s Kitchen and Jamie’s School Dinners and graduate of Sussex University in the political late ‘70s told me, 

“the programmes that people are really locked into are things like Jamie’s School Dinners, Spring Watch with Bill Oddie, Cold Blood, The Choir, Tribe and Masterchef. I remember a reader said that what she really liked about these programmes is that you know that the presenters are the same off screen as they are on. She used the word ‘authentic’. People absolutely know the difference between pure entertainment and a bit of a show and something that is absolutely genuine that has a point and a purpose. It means that you really can tell when something comes from the heart.” (Smith, 2008, p 240)
Conclusion: 

To producers and audiences, authenticity may be termed “TV gold”, but as academics, we recognise the performative quality of it; we analyse it in terms of how meaning is constructed and often do not allow for the progressive changes that it can offer.  In this paper I argue the potential for transformation in television itself through the motivation of its producers to create programmes that are what Barthes calls ‘initially and finally political’ and what Murphy describes as ‘a starter for change’. 

You can’t change people’s lives forever in such a short period of time. The problem with some of these transformational TV programmes is that they walk in, put some Elastoplast over the problem, offer a quick fix solution and then walk away. And we all know the bigger picture. Therapy, self help, real change takes much longer and is more complicated. You can’t change people overnight but telly does. It almost creates false promises. But some people just need that kick up the bum. They are aspirational; they do want to make some change but they can’t be bothered to pick up the recipe book and try something new. Mostly it’s to do with fear or lack of time and a whole array of other things so telly gives them a bolster to do something else. In that sense, it does create a myth”. (Amanda Murphy interview. 7.12.11)
Ends  
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