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Madonna: Icon of Postmodernity
Jock McGregor

A numberof people may be surprised tae sulject of this paper. Indeed, maGhiistians

would question the value of investigating a mere popstédnat could one possibly find that
would be edifying? Howeve Madonna is a significant and representative child of her
times. By looking at her life and what she symbolizes we can learn much about the values
and weénesses of our culture. We may even learn something absaives

Madonna has become one of tmest successful and notorious female singers the world
has ever seen. The Times spoke in these terms in 9@ news that Madonna has just
clinched a deal making her the highpaid performer in the historgf the pop industry
only confirms what we alesly knew, which is that she is now the biggest star on the
pIaqetOEven the rather staid Sunday Telegragtognisecher as thédemale Iconof the
ageO

She arrived in New Yolk Cityn 1976at the ageof eighteen, with35 in her pocket. Just
eightyeas later she broke the box office record at the R&iip Music Hall in New Yolk,
with the fastest sebbut of any concert ever 17,622 tickets sold out in 34 minutes. The
entire tour promoting her alburfike a VirginGand coverin@7 cities throughouthe US,
sold out in two hours. She has had seven number one singles, 26 top fivesiuselen

one albums. Her run of sixteen consecutive top fives in the American charts broke the
record held previously by the Beatles. She has sold over 85 million aNvonwide,
more than any other female singer in history. Her personal fortune is well over Iié@.mi
She was paid $5 milliofor a singé advert by Pepsi. At present she is under contract to
Tune Warner anche value of that contract is estimated ailard $60 million. Itistrue that

her popularity has waned in the past year, but she dominated the eighties eatlythbart

of the nineties and there can be no doubt that she 5 a phenomenally sucoegagtar.

But she has been as comeosial as sk has been succésisThe New Yolk Post columnist
Ray Kerrison said this about hé8he will do anythingsay anythingwear anything,

mock anythingdegrade anything to draw attention to herself and make a buck. She is the
quintesential symbol of thege; selfindulgent, sacrilegious, shameless, holbidichael
Ignatieff says tts: @ don® mind that | see her face on every magazine cover; | certainly
don® mind that she is obscerlejon® even mind that she c@rsing. cad dance, caf act
and is mnetheless thmost famous person on the planet. What I@atand about Madonna
is thatshe thirks she@ an artis© Cindy Crawford saidQ dondwant to see another nude
picture of her. If you havessies tavork outwith yourdad,don®doit in frontof the

worldQ Charles Brenner of Thdries says shéhas an uncanny ability to nchtthe
voyeuristic urge of her countrymen with her own drive for exhibitio@é#nd Dr Sam
Jones of the New York Medical College sditadonna is a corrupting pied pipégading
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impressionable young dgrdown the primroseath to a depraved and degrading lifeiyle

The sector of ariety most offended by Madonna, hewer, has been the Christian
community. Her blatant use and abuse of Christian symbols and her calegiantion of

the most depraved sexualdactiseshave made her a pariah among many Christians. Her
video Quike a PrayeDwas condemned by the Moral Majority as blasphemous and the
American Family Association considered it offensive. Asesult, many US tevision
companies actually refused to show it. HBtond AmbitiorOtour was opposed by the
Vatican in Italy, and her vide@ustify my LoveOwas so offensive that the BBC and even
MTV in the United States banned it (whichsigying something). But not #d Christians
have been hostile. Music critic Kaballas saysCl= what came over to emwas her
powerful profession&m, her respect for the imageshe was taking apart and
recorstructing before our very eyes, and her deep integrity. And whatis blasphemy,
anyway? Italways sems strange to me to hear this charge leap so readily to the lips of
those who claim to follow one who was executedjtmt sucha crime... So farshehas
donelittle more than to use the talents God gave her, and challenged as$avilises with
them. For a goodCatholic girl, this is remadble in itself, and to be welcomed, not
denigrate® However evenhosevoices thatbent over backvards toseewhat one could
appreiate in the material weresilenced by the publication of heodk last Christmas.
Titled Bex0and launched with a massive media event, it contains some rob#h@raphic
depictions of some of the most degrading sexual practices that one could imagine. The fact
that such a pornographic book could be publishedime Warner ad sold and promoted
over Chrisinas asa coffee table book quite rightly prompted James Dobson to say that it
wasQhe most outrageous single event that has occurred in my li@fme

So who is this remarkable woman, this controversial wom&e?vws born to an Italian
immigrant family, Silvio and Madonna Ciccone, in 1958 in Michigan. She took her name
from her mother; it was not a stage name. She was the eldest daughter and the tragic death
of her mother when she was only six years old, froea&ircancer, was to have a profound
effect on her life. Madonna was thrown into an adult role of helping to keep the home and
the family of eight children. Her father, a hamdrking engineer, struggled to loakter
themand keep them together, but it walmost inevitable that he would remarry, which he

did a few years later, and Madonna has admitted that she was bitterly resentful towards her
stepmother, Joan. The family weneery strict Catholics, the chiten attending church
every day at the Catholischool they went to. The rigidity dfer Catholic upbringing
dominded her early life and it was not surprising that she began to rebel against this
background, although it has to be said that when she was a little girl she was very deeply
religious and wanted to become a nun. Whilst Madonna was remembered as a popular girl
at her high school, having plenty of friends, she admits to having always felt something of
an outsider in her home town. Her ambitions to dance had bpareapfrom an early age,
andatfter pressure her father relented and allowed her to take ballet classealeHdt was
immediately recogised by her instructors and she went on to win a place at the University
of Michigan. But she did not complete the course because NewGitykedoned, and

with little more than a one way air ticket afi@5 in her pocket she headed for the Big
Apple with dreams of stardom. She found game work in a hamburger joint, some
occasional nude modelling, and did the circuit of the New York dance oWhlese
eventually she met up with a string of very talented and influential DJs and musiarahs

so her musical career took off.

However, this paper is not intended to be an analysis of her music or musicallcaneer.

Maddona 2



not really in a position to offesuch as | do not listen to her music and | am certainly not a
fan. So | will not try to assess her artistiétgor credibility. | am also not really interedte

in the@ealOMadonna. Very dén people try to look behind all the hype to find out who the
real person is. Actually, as will beconskearin a moment, it is precisely the hype, the
Madonna Myth that interests mein&lly, 1 do not want to simply catalogue all the
unchristian andmmoral things she believes or daed think those are fairly alous.

My interest stems from a survey | read a couple of years ago in a magazine which rated
Madonna as the number one female hero amongst young people. And then a little while
later | read another survey that asked young girls who riiegelledthemseles on. The

two atthe top of the list were Madonna and Princess ®&remarkable contrast of images.
This stirred my interest in this woman as a cultural icon; a product of our age and a symbol
of our age. Icons are religious images set up for p@plevotion and as such they
representha which we are devoted tour highest ideals and values. When Madonna put
out her singleMaterial GirlOin the mid80s, many commented on the fact tehé was
epitomisingthe spirit of the decade the materialism othat time. | actually think that
Madonna is more representative even than. tidtat | wantto look at then is the
mythology of Madonna,someof its major features, and ghow how they act as a mirror

for ourselves; a mirror for our generation and far culture.

The first aspect of Madonna that strikes one is her use of image. Madonna lives out the
clichZ that the medium is the message. Because of her success and because of her hard
work, she has total control over her shows. She does all the wriitthg songs, producing

the music, choreographing and dancing herself, designs the stage sets and even does her
own make up and costume design. She is absolutely, obsessively controlling of all these
aspects of her show. And not just her shows, but athihgs she does, even her films that

she acts in they all reflect a calculated image. She is also exceptionally clever at using
publicity, advertising and the media to sell her image. Martin Anmsnaented on her in

this way: Bhe is the seléufficient poemoden phenomenon. Even her publicity gets
publicity. A masterpiece of controlled illusi@nRichard Morrison, of the Times, says this

about herOrhe likes of Madonna and Jackson aim to offer what can only leel ¢aé total
egocentric expeence: tiey control every aspect of their acts, and are willing to dissolve the

line where art ends and reality begins. Their acts incorporate their private livescand v
vers@ Now this is centrahot just to Madonna, but to our cultur¢his blurring of image

and reality. The fusing of the public and private persona, the dissolving of the differences,
so that everything becomes image and reality disappears in the ahidstMadonn&3

whole life revolves around the presentation of her image.

A clip from her bur documentargn bed with Madonn@shows her going to a doctor to get

her voice checked. The movie camera is there with her the whole time, documenting every
aspect of what is going on. Warren Beatty, her boyfriend at the timeneats with real

insight on the situation. When the doctor aéi8o you want to talk at all off camei@and

she declines, Beatty sag¥/hy would you want to say anything off camera? What point is
there in existing? She does not want to say anything off camera; she does tnot wan

off camer&®

In many ways Madonna is a victim of her own image. She lives totally within the
artificially constructed reality ofhe image. This is another reason why | r@oh interested

in the real Madonna behind the myth, because | do ndt there is one. | think she has so
lost herself in the image, that the difference is immaterial. And she is not alond.in tha
Think of the tremendous developments of owhielogical age and the impact diiet
media in that; image is dominating more andrenof our lives. In politics style replaces
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substance, in commerce packaging and promotion replace quality, in society how you look
replaces who you are, form replaces content, the outer presentation replaces the inner
reality. So many people live out théves via TV, through soap operas, through following
sport. Many join variousubculturalunits where they take on the image of that group
Gangs are perceived as an extreme, but there are other kinds of subcultural units where the
individual is submergd in the collective image. The things that you say and do are all
external, but the real youligst Like Madonna, you just live in the image.

But there is anothé@mportant aspect to Madon@ause of image and that is the constant.
change. She is alwaychanginder image, whether it is from the good girl gone bad to the
virgin in white; from Marilyn Monroe to thd9203 gangster moll; from rehippy to
glamour queen; from anogynous, cold robot to naked sex symter ability to change
images every auple of years has fascinated the world, and this has been part of her
success. Jeffrey Katzenberg, who is the Chairman of Wait Disney Studios, has this to say:
Cshe is always evolving: she never stands. &ilery two years she comes up with a new
look, a new way of presenting herself, a new attitude, a new act, a new design: And every
time it is successful There is this constant genesis. \&bmmething like that happens once,

OK, maybe i@ luck. Twice is a coincidence. Three times is just remarkatattah kind

of genius. And Madonna is on her fifth or sixth tith&nd of course this again reflects our
culture. Weare always looking for the new, always moving from one image to the next,
changing to meet the pragmatic needs of the moment or discéndingd when it becomes
boring, demanding or problematic.

Madonn&3 use of image is complicated in yet a third and further way, because whilst she
lives in her images, she refuses to fully identify with them. She@ajes everything with a
winkOand younoticeat the end of the son@olidayOon the video clip that sh&tops to

face the audience and give them a wink. This type of playfulness comes through in all that
she does the selfparody in her films and in her lyrics the double entendres, thereiit

levels of meanings and ironies that she uses again and again. Whenever people accuse her
of something she respon@®ell you dor® understand, @ all ironic ... dor@® take it too
seriouslyD On the other hand, however, she wants us to believéhthanage is real she

says O@hat you see is what you ge@n not hiding anythin@ So she does this vidébn

Bed With Madonn@ a reveahll documentary. The attitude @et the camera ralll dor®

have anything to hid@

Again, this playfulnesghis playing with images, on the one hand almost living in an image
world, but on the other hand never quite committing to it, is very reflective of our culture. It
is particularly so of what has come to be called postmmosieciety: where we have lost
faith in objective truth and absolutes. We have lost our belief that there is any overarching
story about life, any overarchingeaning to life, which is true absolutely for all time, for

all people. Everything is just a matter of subjective perspectivendejgeon wiere you
stand. Everything molves around the world we create for ourselves. There is no objective
reality; there are only images, different images. Now if there is no objective reality and
there is no absolute, then we are in a sense trapphasisituation of only being able to

live an image. We can only live from wherever we stand; we can never know anything
outside. We can only see the world from where we stand, from that context, thatusab

that languag@ame that constructed reajit that image.

And so Madonna stands in one place, one image, but she can never commit to that place of
course, since shealiseghat with time she will be standing in another place. So there is no
commitment But on the other hand she cannot ever esbapenage because there is no
objective reality. This is the dilemma of pe®dernty. The dilemma is that there is no one

Maddona 4



place we can all stand and say this is real, this is the real meaning, this is what is, this is
who | am. Because you are alway9pprad in your subjectivity, you areways trapped in

the images. Hoewver, you can change themindeed you cannot stop changing them and
why commit to something that is going to change, that is not absolute. So you have this
ambivalence on the one handever being able escape the image, but on titeer hand

never committing yortself to it

Graham Cray, a populahristian writer, has said maptively: Madonna is perhaps the
most visible example of what is called Rbd&tdernism. This termmuch usd but rarely
defined, reltes to a loss of trust of theaglern and of future progress, and a resulting search

of the past and of other cultures for the basis of a new set of values and a pattern of life.
One commentator on Madonna has said tastModernism should better be called
Bhoppin@E Ghe world and all of history is a vast supermarket, and you can just pick out
the ingredients you like, and assemble them into your own version of sonthing

So you see there is no ggeching truth, no singleamnraive. There argust people living in
separatesubcultures, and you can just go along and plunder them, pick them out and create
your own one. Cray continu€dthis is precisely what Madonna has done and; of course,
Christian imagery was high on herogping list The Madonna phenomenon can be
understood only as a logical development in a society which has lost one set of values and
has as yet not found anotfeWe have lost touch with objective reality and we are adrift in

the images.

Let me turn nomo some of the other things we can learn by looking at Madonna. The
second thing to note is the fact that she presents herselfnvetyas a rebel and iconoclast

with a need to shock and shock again. She is always rebelling against any form of authority,
whether it is her father, the church or middle class society. She describes herself very much
as a sexual revolutionary. Here again you see the prevalence in our culture oftieeaanti

The modern hero is always the rebel, always the anarchist, akeagse tearing down the

large framework, breaking it down, deconstructing it In paeiern society any authority,

any framework, any dogma, that claims a base in absolutes is automatically subject to
ridicule and subversion.

Thirdly, the tone for Madonng alwaysupbeat and futoving. Her music is dance music,

it is energetic, vibrantShe excuses everything she does with not only a vk &ot

really seriou§- but also with-®1ey, come on, ddd get too serious abothings, le@ have

fun® And why not, because you only have two choices when you get trapped in images:
you either despair, which is what people did in the 60s and 70s as they looked at
meaninglessness; or you Sayell there is no absolute truth, no way out of the image trap,
so why notrelax and enjoy it. Pick an image, have fun in it, and then when it gets boring
and i@ not working folyou anymore, jump into another imag@All the while having fun

a desperate gaiety. Madonna says of her BedOwhich shocked so many peop@t@ a
fantasy. 16 pretend, OK? So when | write this bdakvite people to get lost in a dream
world, and to have a good time, to have fun with This is what she says about these
awful pictures- thave fun with i©

Fourthly, what flows also fromhts posiodenist pespective is a radical individualism.
You only haveyourself, your own little world from which you can look. You do not have a
reality out there where you can find commground with other people. It is all about
yourself; it is about ef-realisation You createthe image, you creatgour life and your
world aroundYou. By your choices and your effort you can succeed. Madonna leas be
phenomenally successful besa of her tremendously ambitious drive. A conglet
workaholic, she worksxhausingly hard at everything she does. Building her life, building
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her image, building her career ... ambition and careerism taken to its ultimateh&ut
other choice has she? There dsly her chosen reality, there is no common rediyt
thereDto become a paxtf. You just have your choices arle self that you creat® self
realisation individualism.

Along with this one gets the cynical manipulation of people, and the stories surrounding
Madonna about the way she uses people to get what site ar@ just al. But since
everything revolves around fself there is no reason to cader others. They are just there

to feed off, to help create her own image. Boy George €8ysf8 obsessed with sexuality
because it is her most powerful wea@d®he is not simply depraved and besotted with sex;
for her it is a weapon to achieve what she wants. When she first started her work the
feminists hated her. They were saying you must get rid of the old femininity which men use
against women but she was prating coquettishness and s and flirting and playing

the sex object. Now, however, she has won over the feminists because what she is saying is:
Qet@ be feminine, €8 flirt, and le@ use it to get what we warbon® be used, but be a
useP Shesays this(Beauty is just a means to an dadl want to rule the world. Marilyn
Monroe was a victim, | am nOtSo she is taking the same assets that Marilyn Monroe had
sexuality, femininity- but she is using them now, manipulating them to her ows. et

| think this very much reflects what is going on in our society as well, aicain
manipulation of the wondgd attributes that God has given us, whether our sexuality,
beauty, strength, skills or intellet/e exploit them to pursue our own indlualistic goals.
Madonna has had a great deal of negative press for the way she has usedpeshée,
shakes it all off the career is everything. Relationships are just something subsumed under
this driven passion to delealise And the feminists lee her now; she is a woman taking
power.

Fifthly, along with the individualism, one sees a number of obsessions in Madonna, which
reflect obsessions we find in our culture. There is her physical obsession, which is partly
reflective of her image orientati, because image is about the externals. In many ways she
is a good rolanodel she does not takdrugs,she nevedrinksalcohol,shejogs five miles

a day, she works extremely hard, she diets very carefully. In fact she is obsessed with
keeping herselin tone. When she did her bo@exOshe waited until her body was just
right, so she could use herself as thedel This again reflects our culture. We are a
physically obsessed culture. Think of the constant concerns fordbaghe, for dieting, for
aerdics, and some of the unhealthy things like eating disorders. These things bubble up
because people in our culture are obsessed with the physical image.

Madonna is sexually obsessed as well. She sayst about everything in the world is
centred aroundexual attraction and sexual po®@&ex is a means to power and power is a
means to selfealisation. It is an unashamed approach to sexual obsession, a kind of
designer decadence. Not something that is hidden but something that is brazenly explored
and eploited. Her only boundaries, when it comes to sexQae is wron@andQveara
condon® Otherwise absolutelyanythinggoes. Thishas been a constant the through all

her music, her film; and everything else. Again, it representsudiure very efiectively.

In the 1966 we had the sexual revolution. We threw off the shackles of Victorian
sensibility and became honest and open about ourselves. We had the idea that once
everything was out in the open we vaall be satisfied with our sexuality artdwould

just becone matterof-fact and natural That was the dream But what has actually happened?
The pornography industry in the United States is a billion dollar industry, whose annual
turnover is greater than all the car manufacturers in America cethb8ex video rentals
exceed all other video rentals. We have not bwcoormalisedin our sexuality. We have
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become more and more obsessed. Thealled freedom has led to a kind of decadent
bondage.

Sixthly, Madonna reveals a loss of identity. Behitidhas drive, ambition, success, career,
fame, she has lost herself. She is empty and lost. As she admits in her documentary, she
surrounds herself with emotionally needy peo:blmade itmy goal inlife to be loved by

many peopl® Graham Cray again conents:CCertain things, however, are dear about the
person behind the imageir$t, as we have already stated, she lives out of reaction to her
childhood and religious upbringing. Second, she is clearly drivesglidriven. She relates

this not to herebellion against her father, but to the loss of her mo@hen my mother

died, all of a sudden | was going to become the best student, get the best grades; | was
going to become the best singer, the best dancer, the most famous singer in the world.
Everybody was going téove meOQGn a very tormented person. | have a lot of demons |

am wrestling with, but | want to be hap@yIt@ very moving when you look at this woman

in all her decadence, ifl &her success and find beneath it all such a lost, shdoarly

person. That really reflects our culture. We see people lost in the image. Stridently,
aggressively, demandingly using and abusing, pushing and shoy@tginderneath...they

are lost.

The seventh and final area to look at is perhaps the leaisius one, and that is the area of
guilt. Madonna clearly has something of a religious obsession. All the way through her
music and so omgertain religious themes come up again and again. She has(sbid:
Catholic upbringing is probably the foundatiof @verything | d@®O0Dnce yode a
Catholic yoe always a Catholic in terms of your feelings of guilt and remorse, and
whetherl@e sinned or not. Sometime®n raded with guilt- You®e always striving to be
goodd Now this may seem veiar from our stridentimmoral culture; guilt is not a word

one finds often in the editorials. But | think we are a culture that kedaby guilt. Not in

the sense that we think we have failed to live up to@sthndards, but rather we have
failed to live up to ouown standards. No matter how hard we have worked, no matter bow
carefully we have controlled the images live by and that giveis meaning, we feel and

we know that we have failed; we have not lived up to our own expectations. And Madonna
certainly is drven by his guilt: Orou®e always striving to be go@u

What ties all these comments that | have made about Madonna and about our culture
together? | think firstly it is the ideology of gosdernsm. Having abandoned absolute
truth, a sense of one naivat that gives meaning to all of life, we have become last in what
someone hadescribed as @layful indeteminacyd It is indeterminate in the sense that no

one really knows Truth, each is resigned to livimdpis or her own image subtude, but it
remains nonetheless playfuBut what a desperate, despairing sort of playfulness, what a
laughing in the face of emptiness. Someone has rightly cal®ihitism with a smil€ In

this Madonna clearly serves as an Icon of Postmmitgle Martin Amis has sd she is
perhaps the most posbdernpersonage on the planet.

The second thing that ties these comments together is the psychology of adolescence.
Consider thoseharacteristics we all understand to be a part of adolescence. Rebellion:
working through rkationships with your parents and authority. The pursuit of fun:
immediate gratification. iEkleness and lack of commitment. Idealiddow these are not
negative things, they are not wrong, and neither is adolescence. | am not suggesting it is
somehow inapropriate to be an adolescent, but the goal has always been to move through
adolescence to maturity has it not? At least in the past that was thdngdédonna,
however, we find someone who in many ways is trapped in adolescence, unable to move
beyond 1 to maturity- trapped in rebellion; trapped in working through her relationship
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with her parents; trapped in a relentless pursiufun and immediate gratifitan; trapped
in fickleness and lack of commitment; trapped in a naive idealism about baexgual
revolutionary and chamgg the world. Sadly, our culture follows suit.

The adolescence of our culture is not just tied to the spending power of teenagers. People
are not growing up because they have nothing to grow up into. They have no singular
image of what a grownp is. They have no singular image of truth, an overarching truth
that they can grow into. So they stay in the games, +hekeve games, image games,
games thathildren play. Theras no singularimage now to grow up into. There is no
singular reality which can give us a framework eamaim at and use to work through our
rebellious phaseyur fickleness and son, and then make a commitment to. That is what
growing up is all about: Commitment to something, to a pattern of life,é@a@onship, to
responsibilities, to Truth. But how can we do that in a postmodern reality. We all remain
children, playing different games.

In Christ, of course, we have an image we can all grow up into. In Christianity we have
truth thatsets dramewok that isabsoluteso it does not change. It is not about image, it is
about reality, and that is something we can grow up into and become real people in. Of
course there will always be images and we can have fun in that. We watobvies and

play chaades, go to the theatre and read good literature. There is nothing wrong with that.
But when it is only image and there is no reality, then we are lost@aack hollow.

But we can reclaim the reality; the reality that is bedded in the truth of thereastf God,
His Word to us, the Person of Chrithese things can root us, give us reality in this life.
Deliverance from the hollowness and emptiness of all this image culhateis what we
want tooffer our culture, that is what we Want to offer aumnChristian friends and that is
what we want to live out ourselves.
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