The "1984" Macintosh Ad
by Sarah R. Stein

On

January 24th

Apple Computer will introduce
Macintosh.

And you will see why

1984

won't be like "1984".

The half-time ofthe 1984 SupeBowl featured a 45 second dthtwould bedeclared in 1995
the best ad dahe last 50 yeabs The commercialdirectedby Ridley Scott Alien, 1979, and
BladeRunner, 1982for the Apple Corporatiorannouncedhe imminentarrival ofthe
MacintoshcomputerThe adcost $1.6nillion to produce, and Apple Corporatipaid
$500,000for the one-minute timeslot inwhichit ran. It ranonly once.

The commercialis elegantfilmic, and apowerfulcinematic narrativdt containsallusions to
legendanyfilms andcultural myths, andsets inplace arajectoryinvolving issues obalance
betweerthe organic andnorganic,between nature arallturethat Ifollow until 1995.

As the adbeginsexcesss verymuch inevidenceThe hallis monumentalthe line of
marcherstorkersappearsendlessThe airis thick with smog , aluish-grayhazeoverlaying
everythingreminiscent ofScott'svision ofthefuture Los Angeles in Bladeunner;the pallor
andsickliness othe workersareaccentuatedl he scenarianvokesthe George Orwehovel,
1984; a Big Brothefigure ceaselesslintonesthe slogans oNewspeakwhile the public
massesppearutomatizedy therigidly controlledtotalitarian society.

The adbeginswith an extremdongshot of a line of mergressediniformly in grayprisoner-
style clothing,marching in airculartunnel,muchlike that of anundergroundrain system.
Theaudio,whichextendsor most ofthe piece,consists of aumblingbackgroundwith the
sound ofmarchingfeet, and austainecklectronic tone. Mixedverthis, atfirst almost
inaudibly andthen infull force, is the voice heardthroughoutwith the words
"informationpurification" thefirst clearlyintelligible.

The imagecuts to anereflash (aquarter of a second) ofveomanrunning,carrying along-
handlechammerThe womanis in color. Sheis dressed astaack andield athlete with short
blondhair, awhite sleeveles3-shirt with a schematiadrawn onthe front, andright red
shorts. Heentrancds heraldedby two electronicnotes, a high Diollowed by anotherpne
octavebelow,whosedecayseems to ring owtontinuouslyunderneathhe following shots,
until the high Dis soundedagain.Thisaudiomotif acts as &larioncall thatannouncegach
one ofthe shots ofthe womanrunning.



The nextshotis aclose-up otheworkers'faces ashey marchby. Only white malesare
visible, allwith shaverheads and blankixed stares, dew wearing gasnasks.The image
cuts to arief shot of men irface-obscuringnelmetsyunningwith rifles in theirhands.The
long shot ofthe marchers irthetunnelreappearghe cameraramed tocut their heads out of
theframe.Their bodiesmovealongmechanicallyarmshanginginertly. Televisionrmonitors
areattached tethe walls everyfew feetalongthe way.The cameracuts to eclose-up otheir
feet,marching inlockstep.

Therunnerappearsagainbriefly. The voice hasntonedoverthe lasthreeshots: "Agarden
of ideologywhereeachonecanbloom, securerom the pests ofcontradictoryforces, "the
word "forces"hitting overthe image othe runner.The imagecuts torevealfor thefirst time
the source otherelentlessoice. In an extrem®ngshot, ehuge halis seerfilled with
workersalreadyseated asthersmarch inthe back wall ofvhichis anenormousscreen,
filled by thetalkinghead of arelderly man irglassesThe screerresembleshat of a
computemonitor, anccomputercodecanbeglimpsedalongits bordersThe man's faces
framed sahatthetop of hishead andhe bottom of hischin arecut off. Heappearsollow-
cheeked andteely-eyedthe cinematic stereotype dfie psychopathityrant. As hespeaks,
hiswordsappear irwhite type-face orthe screerbelow hismouth,eachword precededy a
round dot ofight, the proverbialbouncing ball.

We seethe runnerfor thefirst time infull-body, flankedby enormousnarblecolumns.
Noticeablenow arethe redshoes on heeet, andhe power of hestride.Behind herthe
cadre ofguardsappearsThe cameracuts to gpanningshot ofthe workers,staringpassively
atthescreen ag mesmerizedThe words 'powerfulweapon“areheardfrom the screen.
Onceagainthe camergpansoverworkerssitting inertly, oneor two now visible asquite
young, and allith shavecheadsThevoicebuilds inintensity: "We areone people..." Cut to
therunner inslow-motion in an extremieng shotthatrevealsthe Metropolis-style hall.
"...with one will." Cut to anediumshot ofthe facelesguards: "Oneesolve."Thenthe
camerarevealshefull computerscreenthetyrant facdfilling most oftheframe: "One cause.
Our enemieshall talkthemselvesiry..." The imagecutsoverthe lastwords tothe runner
stopping andeginning tespinwith the greathammer. Fothefirst time we can justmake out
thedrawing on heshirt-the Macintosh logo afhe apple andnonitor-keyboardThe guards
areapproaching inhe backgroundThe imagecuts to anediumshot ofthe guardsrunning
fast. The runnerspinsagain.Thevoice continueswith the imagecutting inmid-sentence to a
full-frame closeup ofthe face orthe screenyenomouslymouthingthe words aghe bouncing
ball follows thewords onthe screen: butwe will bury themwith their own confusion.”

Therunnermakes her finalvindup andetsgo ofthe hammemwith aloudcry, asthe guards
arealmostupon herWe seethe hammer inslow motionflying throughthe air,then awide
shot ofthe screenwith the hammerapproachingThe onscreerpresencdinishes indiabolical
triumph "We Shall Prevail” just ashe hammerexplodeghe screen in &linding flash andthe
sound of adetonation. Asyntheticchorus ofwordlesscriesis heard,behindwhichis asound
like rushing wind.The cameragpansoverthe workers,floodedwith white light, their mouths
opened ilmwe,handsgripping the benchedeneatithem,uniformsblown backagainst them.
A blacktype-face titlebegins a roll uphe white screen, asve hearthe familiar television
advertisingvoice ofauthority ofthe cultured,white male:

The ad'sproductionvaluesarethose ohigh-budgefeaturequality. The greatvisual lushness
of theimagespresents d&uturistic scene abncefrightening andenticing,reminiscent irthe



feel ofthelighting of parts ofScott's Bladé&kunner.The cinematic technologywith its
telephotdenses and matteis, supplementedyy the electronicallygeneratedlow-motion
flying hammer andblinding white light thatfills the hall athe end othe spot.

The auralcodeis complex.The meaninglessloganeering ahetyrant puppet otthe screen
continuesunceasinglydestructive othinking, ofreflection.The marchingfeet,the great hall
ambiancethe electroniccumble, allwork to create araura ofdread, ofindustrialized
enterprises angreat humamisery.The multilayeredsoundseemslesigned tanesmerize.
Thebodyis preventedrom truly contactingtself whensoundintrudesthat way creating a
kind of disorientation on soataclysmic develthatit is impossible taeconnecthe mind and
thebody. The bodybecomes aautomatonrunning onpilot, programmedby the aural
bombardmer@&. Then,the clarioncall, announcinghe runningwoman: aralarm, amaudio
hailing, somethinghat hasescapedrom the iron-fistedcontrol ofthe auralenvironment.

Orwell'snovel,written in 1948js acritique of powerdirectedspecifically at Stalin and his
gulag and evident ithe mass ofrisonenivorkersassembled othe screen irthe "1984"
Macintosh adThe ad'suse ofthistheme while anobviouschoice orthe surface suggests,
however someintriguing political slippagesThe identification of IBM/Big Bluewith Big
Brother and Stalims clearly intentionalthough IBMmight beargued as quintessential, and
certainlyblue-chip, Americanlindeed this couldbeviewed as a&ritique ofcapitalism:the
promise ofemancipation othe workersfrom the tyranny ofcapitalism anadlehumanizing
technologicaprogress.

The IBM culture wadamousfor its rigid rankings, andnsistence on a unifornbjue-suited
corporate look andttitude. SteveiVozniak and Steven Jolfsunders of Applehadalready
beenbroughtinto the public eyeby mediastorieshighlighting their hippie,garage-grunge
style andanti-corporateanti-hierarchicaktance. Steven Jopseviewedthe 1984 Macintosh
adfor Apple Corporatiorstockholders andmployees aihe beginning of January, 1984in
avideotapedspeech, JobshroniclesApple'spart inthe personatomputenindustryfrom
1981when Apple Il washeleader, Applehadbecome a $30fillion company, and IBM
finally enteredhe marketwith the IBM PC.By 1983, Jobsiotesthat Apple and IBMvere
eachsellingapproximately $dillion worth of personatomputers, andiereeachplanning
oninvesting $50million in research andevelopment andnother $50nillion in television
advertising in 1984Jobs'speecththenmoves tathe fiercecompetition inthe personal
computemarket:

The shakeouts infull swing. Thefirst major firmgoesbankruptwith othersteetering orthe
brink. Totalindustrylossedor 1983outshine evethe combinedprofits for Apple and IBM
for personatomputerslit is now 1984.t appears IBMvantsit all. Appleis perceived tdoe
the only hope tooffer IBM arunfor its money. Dealersnitially welcoming IBMwith open
arms,now fear anlBM-dominated andaontrolledfuture. Theyareincreasingly and
desperatelyurning back to Apple, abfe only forcethatcaninsuretheir future freedom.
[LOUD CHEERS AND APPLAUSE INTERRUPT FROM UNSEEN AUDIENCE]. IBM
wantsit all, andis aimingits guns onits lastobstacle tandustrycontrol: Apple. Will Big
Blue dominatethe entirecomputelindustry? [SHOUTS OF 'NO' FROM FLOOR] Was
George Orwell righéibout 19847 [LIGHTS DIM AND THE MACINTOSH '1984' AD IS
PROJECTED, FOLLOWED BY A HUGE WAVE OF APPLAUSE AND CHEERING]

It becomespparenthatthisindustrialnarrationis the parallel othe socio-politicalnarration
of the ad.The baby-facedlong-haired Jobsyith hisslingshotaimed athe IBM giant,fulfills
the David and Goliatmyth evokedby the ad.The "personal” in personabmputergesonates



with both Jobsindustrial story anavith the ad'smoraltale ofthe overthrow oftyrannyby the
individual, but formidable, will, a narrativgiven considerablestature inthe Americarmyth
of progress andonquest.

Orwell'sdystopictaleis the mostdirectly quotedframeworkfor the ad's narrativetructure ,
butthereareotherimportantcultural symbolsinvokedalongwith it. The openingshot ofthe
marchingworkersis takenfrom FritzLang's 1927 Metropolis, a filmvhich depictedthe
destructiveness aiapitalism andhe misery oftheworking class in gleafor compassion and
equity. That film beginswith a series okhots ofthe bent andexploitedworkers,including
one ofthem in acirculartunnel,directly quoted inthe Macintosh adeading totheir
undergrounctity andthe machineghey diemaintaining.The hall inwhichthe head orthe
screemddressethe mass of meis architecturallysimilar tothe oppressivéMaster'sbuilding
in Metropolis.Thereis animportantdifferencebetweerthe two narrativeshowever Orwell's
narrativeprojectedstasis andmnmutability inthe totalitarianstate of 1984while Lang's story
allowedfor resistance antheredistribution ofcontrol, athemecentral tothe ad'sindustrial
agenda as well as i3 narrative.

In looking closely atthe Macintosh adye discernthe tensionbetweerone ofthe signs of
industrializedyranny-the bent andorokenworkers--ancgopularrepresentations dhe
computer agelhe "workers" inthe "1984" achre allwhite, all male Theracial mixthat
would make up &ontemporarynanufacturingsetup ofthe kind alluded to in Metropoliss
missing.Further it is primarily Asianwomenwho make up a largpart ofthe oppressedabor
force producingelectroniccomponents. suggestthereforethatthe mass ofautomatized
humanityrepresented ithe Macintosh agvokesboththe executivelevel of IBM and DOS
users.

Thereis anotherculturalicon, perhapsne ofthe mostfamous of Americarfantasiesthat
contributes tdahe powerfulresonance ahe "1984" Macintosh ad\llusions tothe Wizard of

Oz appear in several of its visual codes. The running woman is in color, her blonde hair and
red shorts in sharp contrast to the hazy, bluish black and white of the other scenes, paralleling
Dorothy's entry into Oz and color, from the black and white of the Kansas scenes. The
computer screen talking head is similar to the disembodied head of the Wizard. Toto's
revelation of Frank Morgan behind the curtain is parallel to the hammer shattering the screen
in the Macintosh ad, revealing the virtuality of the tyrant and unmasking the artifice. When
the running woman is finally shown in full shot she can be seen to be wearing red shoes, and
the fully saturated colors of the Apple logo lighting up the screen after it is shattered tells us
we are not in Kansas anymore.

In his essay Strategists of Display and the Production of Desire, William Leach calls the
author of the Wizard of Oz, L. Frank Baum, one of the "earliest architects of the dream life of
the consumer ag&'Baum was the first significant advocate of the aesthetic display of
consumer goods, and believed fervently in "the virtues of consumption and leisure and in
lifting taboos on the expression of desi@The late nineteenth century saw the move from an
agrarian to an industrial society, transforming America from the "Land of Comfort" to the
“Land of Desire." The visual vocabulary of desire was expressed in new forms of
representation, recreating both the look and the meaning of commodities and commodity
environments.

The aesthetic energies mobilized on behalf of consumption were fed by technological
developments in the production of colored glass and electrical light. Baum's fascination with
these fueled his success in creating a new language of commodity interpretation, influencing



merchants and department stores to create visual environments for goods that evoked magical
associations. Baum's animation of products, according to Leach, helped to accustom
Americans to living in artificial environments, even to finding them superior to the natural.
When Baum began writing his fictions in 1900, after 25 years as a merchant, his literary

works followed the aestheticization of machinery begun in the mid-nineteenth century and
culminating around 1915 with the pleasure palaces and their new "aesthetic of artificiality."

In Leach's words, "Display was fantasy, childhood, theater, technological play, and selling all
rolled into one for Baum, as it would be for later display artists infatuated with the same urban
commercial forms0 And the show window was of primary importance to Baum, leading

him to exhort department stores and fellow merchants to ever larger windows, in which
theatrical effects and a new enchantment could be offered for the consumer's imagination.

Baum proved a significant force at a time of transition in which discursive conventions were
being formed for new ways of relating to commaodities, in aperiod when leisure and
consumption became the focus of individual fulfillmé&hin 1984, the emergence of a new

form of computer that was to revolutionize the consumer market once again called on new
ways of representing re-enchantment. Macintosh brings color and life back to the world of
computing, to reawaken aesthetic pleasure and appreciation. The magic and enchantment
glimpsed through the early department store windows is evoked in this new promise of a
computer screen to be filled with color and light, a promise realized later in the multimedia
capabilities of the mid-nineties. These new commodities signal a shift in their use value, from
the Big Blue world of business and commerce to leisure and designer lifestyle. The extension
of leisure, consumption, and expressions of desire can be seen in the discourses centering on
personal computers, particularly those produced by Macintosh.

The Wizard of Oz as a cultural text works in this ad on a number of levels. It serves to defuse
somewhat the negative association with computers in the dystopia represented. By
introducing themes of fantasy and wonder, the association is forged between a repressive
corporate sensibility and 1984, rather than between computer technology and the invasion of
human freedom and spirit graphically depicted. This is a necessary step to break an
associative link between computers in general with robotic and debased humanity that could
easily contaminate the perception of Macintosh computer as well as the IBMs. The
association with the Wizard of Oz facilitates a move into the realm of fantasy/fiction/magic
and invokes the playful, inventive possibilities of the new computers, reassuring to the parents
of children for whom the earlier Apple Il computer would have been bought almost as a
plaything. The fantasy element introduced by the Oz inflection will be a stronger presence in
the George Clinton/Macintosh ad of eleven years later, which | will elaborate on in a later
chapter.

The tension nevertheless exists in the 1984 Macintosh ad between these elements of magical
play/cinematic delight, and the technophobia that has repeatedly been found in cultural
responses to technological development. In the ad, bodies and machines are in antagonistic
relation to each other. The bodies of the mass of prisoner-workers have been stripped of
cognition and volition, rendered automatons by bureaucratic machinery as well as
technological innovation. The narrative in this sense is modernist, expressing the fears and
distrust of industrialization. The bodies are inscribed with the marks of a disciplinary society,
in which in Foucault's terms a body becomes a useful force only if it is both a productive body
and a subjected body



Power is present as a destructive force and rendered visible in the technology, the inimical all-
seeing presence of Big Blue/Big Brother. The splitbetween body and mind is paramount: the
disembodied talking head on the huge computer screen controls the collective body, the
roboticized masses at the will of the master. But power, as Foucault points out, is always local
and unstable, and in the "1984" ad, it is present as well in the figure of the running W®man.

Casting a woman as the heroic rebel who shatters Big Blue/Big Brother marks several
discursive strategies at once. In 1984, the feminist movement, though already facing some of
the backlash against women in the public sphere that continues to this day, would have still
have allowed for a wide familiarity with a woman as signifier of the iconoclast rule-breaker.
Perhaps the principal signification visible, however, is the reference to Eve and the Garden of
Eden.

The Macintosh logo is the Apple with a bite out of it, with its obvious tie to the Tree of
Knowledge. Invoking the Edenic myth, with its contradictions of the pain and death as well as
the pleasure and knowledge the woman's act precipitates, points as well to Leo Marx's reading
of the "machine in the gardet4 Marx uncovers the metaphor of contradiction pervasive in
American literature and thought of the idealization of the pastoral in the face of the grim
realities of industrialization and the increasing domination of the machine in the visible world.
That this metaphor of contradiction is again present in the "1984" ad affirms the tenacity of
the pastoral ideal in our cultural imagination. Further, the computer can sign as the "fruit of an
Edenic tree, with its links to notions of a clean technology, free from polluting and robbing

the planet's resources, while making the Tree of Knowledge within everyone'sigrasp."”

James Carey refers to the early twentieth century neo-conservationist Patrick Geddes, who
envisioned a neotechnic "Eutopia” undergirded by the miracle of electricity, in which a world
redesigned to look like a garden would support a new "partnership of man and béture.”

Our Eve wears a T-shirt inscribed with the Apple corporate logo--the bitten apple and the
computer terminal. She thus becomes, as is asserted in Jean-Christophe JAgre®n
"commodity aesthetics," a self-consuming artifact. The woman bears the "sign" in ads as both
the consumer and the consumable.

Bearing a mark, as such, also evokes the unavoidable association with the "cursed" Eve of the
Old Testament, she who accepted the proffered apple and took a bite of the fruit of the
forbidden Tree of Knowledge. As Apple adopted the bitten apple as their corporate logo,
clearly the notion of partaking of the Tree of Knowledge in the post-Edenic world that follows
the bite is a privilege that supersedes the original divine injunction against knowledge. The
figure of the woman invokes reproduction of life as well, an important key to register as
contemporary technology figures so insistently in issues of reproduction and extension of
human life. As so often occurs in the most complex popular discourses, however, other
cultural mythic resonances are mobilized. The tensions that exist in the larger culture in
response to women asserting their own power must evoke an inevitable ambivalence to the
portrayal of a rebellious, and therefore dangerous, woman.

The running woman has the look and stride of a true athlete, distinct from the beauty and
fithess models who will appear later in the decade. She gleams with sweat and runs with
fierce and unswerving, indeed courageous, determination. What | find of special interest,
however, is that the producers have cast a woman with full, and easily visible, breasts. They
move discernibly as she moves. We have become accustomed to the androgynous body, one
predicated on the male physique. Contemporary Olympic-level athletes are lean, muscular,
and their outfits are designed to hold what breasts they have tightly against their bodies. The



running woman of the Macintosh ad is reminiscent of Sarah Connor, the female protagonist of
The Terminator released the same year--also a woman whose physique was womanly rather
than masculine, and in whom sexuality was configured as a life force she could call upon in
her warrior role. The runner, like Sarah, is a lone figure, a woman consigned a terrible and
heroic task, one that she risks death at each moment to accomplish. Equally, both woman face
an enemy that threatens the future of humanity as a viable species. (By Terminator 2:
Judgment Day in 1991, Sarah Connor has transformed her body into the sinewy, sleek
masculinist body of the professional athlete, and the muscularity of the body builder, points |
will elaborate on further in this chapter).

The woman in the "1984" Macintosh ad is a significant figure in contrast to depictions in the
later commercials | will be analyzing. She represents a powerful body able to execute a plan
with great risk, formulated with a mind capable of maintaining its autonomy. She equally
represents a political figure, one aware of the repressive powers of advanced capitalism and
willing to use revolutionary tactics in response. The rigorous training of her body, then, is in
protest and defiance of the docile, subjected bodies of the roboticized masses. Though she
bears the corporate logo, Apple retained at that time an image of the maverick, of an anti-
corporate, individualistic American entrepreneurship, and the runner--the rule-breaker--
reflects that cultural myth. Hers is the uncontained, disruptive body, and the body aligned
with, and as an appropriate vehicle for, a courageous and independent mind. This woman
presents a formidable figure, one that will not be repeated in the later ads we will view.

The clarion call and the subversion of the established order that the runner represents are
about to nose-dive into the backlash of the '80s. The patriarchal oligopoly that Big Blue
represents is mobilizing in this period to move to subvert the feminist movement and the
interventions made against sexual, racial, and economic inequality. The running woman may
narratively have survived her assault on Big Brother in 1984, but she will not survive the mass
media’'s symbolic annihilation of her kind in the '90s.

The ad makes manifest two other cultural preoccupations that will resurface later in the period
| am studying. The roboticized, automaton-like workers materialize the fears expressed from
Carlyle on that not only will machines become more human, but that humans will become
more like machines. In a less overt way, these figures also evoke the haunting specter of
joblessness, of the displacement of humans by machines, a concern that has become
increasingly manifest for Americans in the 1990s.

The other cultural fear expressed is that of the obsolescence of the physical body. If the
computer is an invention and extension of the human mind, the bodiless head floating on the
screen is a symbolic reenactment of covert anxieties over the human body becoming obsolete,
a fear that is materialized in even more threatening terms in The Terminator, released the
same year.

From:Redefining the Human in the Age of the Computer: Popular Discourses, 1984 to the
Present by Sarah R. Stein, © 1997, University of lowa.



