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Chapter 1: 

 

Introduction 
 

 

1. why similarity? 

Anyone who studies everyday culture and media will come across any kind of similarity: 

fashion ensures that clothes and hairstyles on the street resemble each other; if I select a movie, 

Netflix suggests other ‘similar’ ones; and some pop music tracks are so similar that they can be 

technologically copied one upon the other.1 2 

 

 

 

                     

Formats, genres, and styles are based on similarity (or are a means of organizing it); one can 

cite stereotypes and series as examples; reproduction and copy, quotation, imitation, or forgery; 

and even more generally, ritual, regularities, convention, and habit. All these are forms of 

similarity; similarity is, in fact, ubiquitous. 

And at the same time, there is something un-

canny about similarity. Twins irritate our idea 

of individuality by splitting our gaze and pro-

voking confusion. A stranger sometimes looks 

back at us from the mirror. Elvis impersonators 

manage to be more similar to Elvis than Elvis 

himself. And even industrial mass production 

can have something uncanny about it. For ex-

ample, it gets on our nerves when single-family 

homes are too similar to each other.3 

 

1 ...demonstrated in the video 'Prince Damien – Glücksmoment vs. Stanfour – Hearts Without A Home (DSDS 

2016 Melody Comparison)', https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BcS-2YefLys, all links last accessed: Dec. 16, 

2020. The links mentioned in my book can be found in a link list: 

http://homepages.uni-paderborn.de/winkler/Winkler--Aehnlichkeit--Linkliste.html. 

2 Fig.: © Hans Eijkelboom; many thanks for permitting the reproduction. 

Eijkelboom took the pictures all on the same day, on Nov. 22, 2004, between 12 p.m. and 4 p.m. in Rotterdam; 

Eijkelboom has pursued his project for years and has shown a large number of such series in exhibitions and 

illustrated books; cf: Eijkelboom, H.: People of the Twenty-First Century. London/NYC: Phaidon 2014. 

Vgl.: https://i-d.vice.com/de/article/qvbve7/hans-eijkelboom-people-of-the-twenty-first-century-759. 

3 Illust.: Video: Prestige Life Real Estate: Burj Al Babas Summer View - constructional update - villas in Turkey; 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LzGqIRGAEUI. 

https://homepages.uni-paderborn.de/Winkler/Winkler--Similarity--Introduction.pdf
https://i-d.vice.com/de/article/qvbve7/hans-eijkelboom-people-of-the-twenty-first-century-759
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Above all, however, theory has an exceedingly hard time with the subject. “Similarity,” writes 

Nelson Goodman in a famous essay, 

“is insidious. [...] Similarity, ever ready to solve philosophical problems and overcome 

obstacles, is a pretender, an impostor, a quack. It has, indeed, its place and its uses, but 

is more often found where it does not belong, professing powers it does not possess.”4 

“[S]imilarity [...] is a [...] slippery matter.”5 

And other authors agree with him: 

“We cannot easily imagine a more familiar or fundamental notion than [similarity], or 

a notion more ubiquitous in its applications. On this score it is like the notions of logic: 

like identity, negation, alternation, and the rest. And yet, strangely, there is something 

logically repugnant about it.”6 

“We already find a critique of resemblance in Bacon [1561-1626]. […] He shows them 

[similarities], shimmering before our eyes, vanishing as one draws near, then re-forming 

again a moment later, a little further off.”7 

How does this reservation come about? Above all, how should we understand the contradiction: 

similarity is so conspicuous, so omnipresent and obviously of great importance for the wheels 

of culture, yet meets with open rejection in the field of theory? Can it be possible that theorists 

find similarity uncanny as well? 

 

2. similarity, stereotypes, and schemata 

I was confronted with similarity in the context of stereotype research. Images, linguistic ex-

pressions, or thought patterns that constitute a stereotype are by no means the same, but just 

similar. Stereotypes have ‘fuzzy’ boundaries. 

And the second important point is that stereotypes do not result from planning. Nobody wants 

stereotypes to emerge; they form – solely on the basis of similarity – as conglomerations in 

discourse, yet they have the power to provide orientation by reducing a multitude of hetero-

geneous individual cases to a few clear schemata. 

If one is looking for a theoretical framework that describes all this on a somewhat more general 

level, schema theory suggests itself. In the course of my book, I will show that schemata have 

all the properties just mentioned and that many phenomena of everyday culture – fashion, 

formats, genres, styles, ritual, regularities, convention, and habit – can be better understood 

through the concept of schema. What follows, then, is about similarity and schema. And it will 

become clear that similarity occupies a systematic position in the functioning of media and 

everyday culture, but also for theory, where similarity, I argue, actually becomes a pivot. 

 

 

4 Goodman, Nelson: Seven Strictures on Similarity. In: Problems and Projects. Indianapolis/NY: Bobbs-Merrill 

1972, pp. 437-447, p. 437 [1970].  

5 Ibid, p. 446. 

6 Quine, Willard Van Orman: Natural Kinds. In: Ontological Relativity and Other Essays. NY: Columbia UP 1968, 

p. 117 (add. & emphasis H. W.; in the original: this). 

7 Foucault, Michel: The Order of Things. London/NY: Routledge, p. 57 [1966] (add. H. W.). 
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3. semiotics 

The second framework of my consideration is semiotics. My subject, media studies, has a rather 

tense relationship to semiotics. Measured against the high claims formulated in the 1960s, 

semiotics is considered to have largely failed; thus, it has not been possible to develop a concept 

of sign that is valid across all media; and above all, poststructuralist philosophy, which is radi-

cally critical of signs, has dismantled almost all conceptual cornerstones. Today, no one would 

speak of ‘meaning,’ ‘signifier,’ ‘representation,’ or ‘reference’ without hesitation. 

For media studies, however, this is a disaster. For even if there is no consensus on how – in 

response to the criticism – the level of the symbolic should now be conceptualized and what 

status it has within a more general concept of media, no one would say that semiotic consider-

ations are simply dispensable for media studies. The question, then, has outlived all answers 

and remains open. Impossible as it is to solve the issue with ease, one must value every piece 

of the mosaic that can contribute to a solution. 

Schema theory and similarity can help on this front, as well; in what way will be explained step 

by step. My project is to sketch out a semiotic consideration which initially omits or bypasses 

the concept of the sign and aims solely at clarifying the interplay between similarity and schema 

formation, and only when this has been done, to provide a sketch of what a ‘sign’ could be in 

relation to schema and similarity. 

The problems of semiotics are too old and too serious, too profound, too ramified, and too 

diverse to even begin to address them. Nevertheless, I think it can at least arise the idea that 

with a changed approach, a changed semiotics – a semiotics to which media studies could actu-

ally connect – can accrue. And if this were to succeed, it would be a lot. 

 

4. the program of my book 

My consideration of similarity will be strictly limited to media and everyday culture. In a nar-

rower sense, I thus exclude philosophical considerations. I have not written a chapter on 

Deleuze, even though he is repeatedly and reflexively mentioned in the context, simply because 

his conception of difference may be philosophically interesting, but, in my opinion, is not useful 

in media studies. 

Likewise, contrary to what one might expect, there will be no consideration of imitation and 

mimesis.8 Mimesis, of course, is highly relevant with regard to similarity and is also important 

for the analysis of media. At the same time, it marks a field of its own, which would be more 

than challenging in its own right9 and which, moreover, lies relatively far from the path I have 

chosen. For this reason, I also exclude mimesis.10 

The same applies to other fields that would certainly be interesting in this context, as, for ex-

ample, the recommendation systems on the internet mentioned at the beginning, which manage 

to bring similarity into the form of algorithms. There will be no consideration of technical 

reproduction and seriality, although both of these virtually obtrude when similarity and media 

are concerned; nothing on the problem of ‘iconicity,’ which is usually understood as a ‘simil-

arity’ between sign and referent; and nothing on forgery, which is certainly one of the most 

 

8 “Mimesis […] from Greek μιμεῖσϑαι, to represent, to express with the connotatio to make similar, to imitate.” 

(Ritter, Joachim (ed.): Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie: Mimesis. Vol. 5, Basel: WBG 1980, p. 1396 

(transl. H. W.)). 

9 Cf. currently, for example, the DFG research group 'Media and Mimesis' in Weimar and Bochum. 

https://www.fg-mimesis.de/info/. 

10 A brief consideration that at least bridges the gap to mimesis can be found in my last chapter. 
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suggestive forms of similarity. Least of all do I wish to write a book on the ‘total complex of 

similarity.’ 

But what then? The essential points have already been mentioned. Starting from the fact that 

similarity is ubiquitous, I would like to examine its theoretical significance. It simply cannot be 

acceptable that a phenomenon that so conspicuously defines media and everyday culture has no 

theoretically modelable meaning. My hypothesis, therefore, is that similarity takes over a cer-

tain function in the mechanics of media, everyday culture, and discourse. 

Inquiring after a function or a ‘mechanics’ assumes that there are regularities, an interplay of 

factors which are coupled together in a regular way, which structure the field in question beyond 

the ‘contents’ and the visible surfaces. 

Cultural theory is challenged to describe this interplay (while always being aware that ‘mechan-

ics’ is a metaphor and that the interplay is, of course, not a mechanical one). It follows from 

this that the ideas we have about the thing change, as do concepts and analytical tools. The goal, 

accordingly, is not to see similarity but the workings of media as a whole a little more clearly. 

I have already mentioned the main theoretical references. Starting from similarity, I rely mainly 

on schema theory in order to build a bridge from there to semiotics. The interest and perspective 

of my investigation are semiotic, even if this will only gradually come to the fore in the course 

of my text. Since I have been dealing with media, I have struggled with the problem that I 

consider the project and the questions of semiotics absolutely essential for any understanding 

of media, while I see the terms semiotics offers as quite predominantly counterintuitive, even 

inadequate. From the professional debate, I know that many colleagues see this similarly, if 

they have not shelved semiotics altogether. My text is thus, among other things, an attempt to 

reduce this cognitive dissonance. 

Finally, I would like to say something about the structure of the book. In addition to the present 

one, there are three other chapters that possess an introductory character: the second and third 

start with the fact that dealing with similarity is – quite obviously – characterized by a specific 

mixture of disgust and fascination; the fourth outlines my actual thesis in the field of media 

studies. 

This fourth, the ninth, and the final chapter are especially recommended to readers in a hurry: 

the fourth because it introduces the concept of schema, which the ninth then picks up and pur-

sues, and the final chapter because here, the results are brought together. 

I have formulated the actual core of my argument in the tenth and eleventh chapters. Although 

reading it requires some care, I think here one can find the actual innovation that my book 

offers. The remaining parts each explore individual aspects, and at various points I include 

visuals, primarily to evoke associations even in unexpected directions. 

Of course, my project can only come to a preliminary conclusion; if similarity is ‘logically 

repugnant’ and yet ubiquitous in popular culture, abhorrent to theory and nevertheless fascinat-

ing, then there is far more to ponder than a single book can encompass. 

 


