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The growth in importance of the mass media of communications.

L4
-

is a phenomenon unlque to modern soc1ety, and is the product of

the social and cultural condltlons created by urbanlzatlon,

1ndustr1allzatlon and modernlzatlon. As a result of the 1nter-

' [N

actlon of these. processeq_of soc1al.change, we now’ have a soc1ety

« | -

al
thh is not only highly dependent upon mass communlcatlon, but

'thermedla have also(become an 1nteg1&i part of our total social , -

fabric, ’

2 Unfortunately, few historians have examingd or attehpted,to
. ’ N
understand the importance of the, mass media as’ a shaper of American

. . . . LY . .
1life, and the few available histories -of the various media are

‘seldom conceived within the framework of anJ specific model of
1

_social change. Thus the role of the mass medla and their major-

contribution to the emergence of -a "mass gociety" in the United
' : ’ ) ; ’
.States has not received the systematic historical analysis its
importance warrants.

-

- ‘1

THE- CHANGING FACE OF AMERICA i

Between 1890 and 1930, the spatial organization of American

society was dramatically transformed. This transformatign was

-
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the result of three.developments of the late nineteenth century.

-

First, the increasing population growth in urban areas; second,

the location of large-soalewindustrial complexes in close proximity °

to these growing urban <entres; and_third, the invention_ and ..

adoption of revolutionary new communications media such as the

telegraph and telephone. These three developments, inextricebly

linked and constantly actwng as. impetuses to each other, created

a new soc1a1 and economic order with dramatically enlarded spatial

boundaries. Stretching out from the industrial c1t1es of the

.

" . Northeast, 1mportant communlcatlons ‘and transportatlon links

restructured all previous concepts of tlme—and distance, and
‘ 4
encouraged the development of economic control of industry from

¢ céntralized locations mairly in the Northeast.'

The "old" America with a predominantly rural-based popul-~
ation was transformed intc a nation whose population lived mainly.
in cities, and while the more tradit}onal rural culture would

4

contlnue to play an important vestlglal role in American life,

R

te -

eventually it too was forced to yleld some of 1ts hold under
pressurer from the more widely disseminated urban\culture inherent
- & . -

‘in the new communications media. This battle was not won easily,

and the strength of rural America as a symbol of "good and virtue"

persists, and has become a part of the accommodation process

toward'urbani_.zation.2 Historians have generally seen this change-

"' { ot L]
from a ruxal to an urban culture with new values and ideals as a

&

major aspeot of the modernization of the United States,/and the
F] ‘ . . '
source of much of the social and .cultural tensions evidenced in

the early years of the twentieth century.?
- 4
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American city an exciting, 'if not terrlfylng—place to some. -

of commerce, thé transformation from the commercial to the
industrial city was a feature of post-Civil War urban development. ®

) .
. The improvement made in transportation, especially railroads

’

YEAR RURAL URBAN . "% URBAN
. (Under 2,500) -(Above 2,500) i
1870 - 28,7 - - 9.9 © 25.5. .
1890 ' 40.8 22.1 35.1
1910 ° . 5040 ) 42,0 . -. 45,6
1920 51.6 - 54.2- - ~51 .4
1930 53.8 69,0 ** 56.4
1940 5 57.2 ‘ 74.4 ‘e . .. B56.5
1950 T - - 54.2 _ 96.5 T 64.0 :

3Historical Statistics of the United States (Washington; Bureau

'The migration of people into urban areas had dong been a

4

feature of American life, out thlS movement reached its zenlth in

the two decades between 1890 and 1910 when internal movement

{7/

from American farms comblned with mass1ve 1mm1grat10n from Europe

to increase the urbanﬁpopulatxon»byfnearly-t33233:j;illon. The
1nteractlon of the newcomers with those already est lished in

the urban centers created a volatlle mixture which made the

The 1mportance of 1ndustr1al development in encouraglng the

Lo e

growth- of urban centers in the period after the Civil War cannot

be overlooked. Whereas American cities had long been major centers

.

opened up yast'new fields of raw materials to ‘these growing

“ -

.3
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industries. In the decade of the eighL'es, _over 71,000 nmileg of

- 5

s

~ .. new railway lines were built, and the entixe Northeast was laced

ystéms.® “Fot ‘only

with.a iense and complex-network -of railroad

————— = T

'did thé ‘railroads make new markets accessible fo;

industry by

v

bringing together the various geographic and economic sectors of
&

the country into .much closer contact than ever before, but:.they
| i / _ -

1

also heflped considerably in the extension of the concept “of a

.

"national American commuhity."

4 . - . . e\
Ly It was,-however, the development of new forms of communic-

A » p
- f .

ations media'which did the most to bring about this national

community. This fact»is‘madé clearer if we accept sociologist
Francis E. Merrill'sadefinition of communitz'as g “permanent

‘ group -of persons, occupying a. comron area, interacting in both-
ingtitutional and non-institutional roles, and having a sense of
identification with the entity (the community) that arises from
this interaction."7 while this definition of unit
:synonymous with society, it does Stress the importance of social

interaction; as the basis for the development of national interests

, * »

and emotional bonds which can create a spatially extendéd'comhon

culture. The ability of the communications media to bring about

the creation of a national identity is well documented, and it

.
i

has been noted that "the structure of soc1al communication
reflects the structure and,develcpment of society.” It is

communication which can overconle the development of a vast number

A L

Jof unique ‘cultural idéntities caused by wide geographic separation

—a danger which was all too real in the United States.

The development of new communications media such -as the

4

C8 - b
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RIC— — ——— 6 .
JAFuitext provid: ic ¥ . d -




5 ‘ .

* — [ — e g e

.cheap, daily Aéwspaper in the 1830's; the telegraph in 1844; the

_ telephone in 1876; commercial, projected motion pictures'iﬁ’ié9g;

and commerc1a1 radlo in the 1920 s; were all part of this total

communlcatlons revolution that would so radlcally(Eransform many

aspects- of American life. No longer was the individual confined

to local interaction; his environmental horizons were greatly
. o s

eipanded,mps was-his sphere of political interests.. The stage was

now set for the development of 'a new national consciousness among
Lat olas

4
L

‘the American people,

While even today, after much examination, the degree and

-t ‘

direction of association between. the deveiopment of new media -

forms and the nature of social change are not completely clear, .

c L >4 < ) ) ) N '" . ) :
certain definite links can be indicated in the case of the United

.

States. That important social document, the President's Report

on Recent Social Trends, 'published in 1933, examined in detail

the changes brought about by innovations in the fields of commun-

=%

ication and transportation and synthesized the major effgcts into

four areas: . ' ) . *
T 1. fhe problems of coordination and competition which
"because of their public aspects . . . have involved
. to an unusual degree, planning, regulation and control."

2. The problems of mobility: . "The transmission,  of goods,
of the voice and possibly of vision may act as a retard-
ing influence-on human mobility in the future and may

. cause a development of more remote ahd impersonal

. " directions and controls." N

3. The centralization of human life caused by "the effectual
shortening of distances and the increasing size of the
land area which forms the basis or unit of operation
for many organized activities.™’

4, The problems arising from the greater ease and diffusién
of the media: "Regional isolation is being broken down

-

e ————




s T all over the worid . « « The agencies of mass commun-
ication increase and poss1b111t1es of education,
propaganda and the spread of information. . . . The

developrients bring problems of mass action, of mass
produgtlon and standardization."

The men drafting this report further noted that these new
vforms of communication, and especially the mass ﬁedia and their
cultural mahifestations of mass entertainment, had helped to

_ bring about what Henry.Cohﬁage; has called "a greater uniformity

of character and habit than had been common in the nineteenth . . -

—_ - -

__ _century:"!'" —Eyén Ehéﬁ“£ﬁ§°fiﬁél results were not clear and the

D

~

report noted that: "The surface picture is one of chaos and
. conflict . . . however certaln tendenc1es_aggea;Lﬂﬂmhere_has~+:if**“T%
¢ .\«s
-—fﬂ‘“*‘*dev—loped a partially integrated system wherehy contacts are o

&

established between.1nd1v1duals with a max1mum of ease over an
area of ever-increasing radius."!! BAmerica was growing smaller

as the system of social interaction grew larger!

¢

There is no doubt-that the secies of changes brought about
/

by the formidable comblnatlon of urbanism, industrialism..and the
Of urbanism, INCUSLIL
H’g'a__—ﬂ‘_ﬂ_*____#_ﬂ_
— —communications revolution generated a myriad of tensions in turn-
. * ~

oféthercentu;y America. Various historians have attempted td

analyze the effects of these tensions, and -different labels have

been created to explain society's reactions such as: "the status
revolutlon "the search for order"; "the response to industrial-
."“. « ) 1 e T

1sm ; or even "the end*cf'innocence." Whatever'the most apt
description might be, each of these three forces for change
/// generated a similar set of problems and responses,
First, each 1nd1cated new possibilities for the centralization -

of power and control; this in turn presented a very real threat to

W8 i 7 -




the existing sources of power and authority and resulted in the

inevitable struggle for ultimate social control. Thus the city

eventually superseded the rural areas in political and economic

control; large corporations, such as the monopolistic Trusts,

gained an ever-inqreasingyshare of the American.economy td the

detriment of small business, while the new forms of communication
Je became an 1ntegra1 and indispensable Dart of the social and

cultural infrastructure, capable of w1e1d1ng immense power w1th

their unrlvalled ability. to dlssemlnate symbols andtmessages to

largg?sggggntsﬂof the-American populatlon within a very short

“

time period.
Second, the deep and rapid changes that resulted from this
three~pronged attack on traditional society left in its wake a

dazed population which was uncertaln ‘about whlch soc1a1 and

rcultural norms,they were to follow. In soc1et1es undergOLng*s ch

- I

e

are constantly created and old oneé

e e
e

. rapid change. new Norms
abandoned. The established patterns.of organized relationships
.constituting the family, church, school andrgovernmené\were all
subjected to severe st;eés that could ogly be stabilized by a
;a«gf, major social and cultural re-orientation yaiéh could accommodate
the new oéderj The internalization of tjfese new norms, tégether
with their social significance, was not easily achieved by large
segments of the pépulation. . . |
. Thgpxhird reaction to these changes was the direct result
% of their combined asrault on the existing social order. Sé vast
and far-reaching were the transformations that they set in motion,

that ultimately they were considered by many to be the cause of

()
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&ll the harmful, anti-social influences that threatened to destroy

the basis of traditional American society. Thus for a great

~

many Americans the city had always been symbolic of all that was

e e =T
[

evil. The sociologist, Anselm~btrauss, has noted that this
attitude had two related, but different, aspects: "The city

) destroyed people who were born or migrated there. The City also

T

imperiled the nation itself. Especially after the Civil War e o e

"._'-—""_ ! . .
———and . . . the cities were replete with crime, vice, immo;allty,

and poverty - the city served to threaten its own citiqens, those

still living in the coﬁntryside, and the very fabric of the nétion

-

.fwitsel_f."12 In 1885, the Reverend Josiah Strong in his attack on_M,, —

N __,_r‘-a—
e

the change. in American society noted that,. "the city has become
ed that

IS e

,‘,.,---"

a serious menaceitOHour c1v1lization, because in it . . . each
.—,v—""d'l,‘ -

- of the dangers we have discussed is enhanced and allAare focal-

ized, "3 . ,

in'much the same way the technological and economic changes
brought about by development'of large~scale industry caused the o
American people to revise their basic ideas concerning the nature '
of their scociety, themselves, and their role in the world. Bht
here too, there were deep suSpicions of end results of industrial-
ization whichrweré'all too easily reinforced by the sights of
smoke-~£filled skies, long, dark rows of worker's hones, dreadful
living conditions and filthy city streets, and the conspicuous
inequality in the distribution of wealth.f The machine had- long
created conflicts in the Americangpsyche, but these tensions

reached a peak at the turn of the century when mechanization

threatened to bring about the total depersonalization of the
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individual and thus destroy a basic tenet of faith in everything

the New World had stood for.'' It toock the combined efforts of

religious‘and sdcial groups, with the assistance of stringent
2 o

legislative action to ensure that the final products of indust-
P

““rialization were to be used to enhance the,developmenE of a new

N

.

society for all segments of the population. e

Howevexr, it is in assessing the reactions and prevailing . -—

[N -

attitudes toward the new communications mgg;§ﬁ£%at we find the

e

greatest paradox. Ceg;ginly~iﬁi€ial reactions were .mixed, and

~—

7gggh,depeﬁaéa on the immediate social and economric utility of
the particular form of communication. The telegraph and the
telephone were of obvious benefit to society, and to industry in

partiéplar,gﬁndrthus were the objects of “praise and promise. On
: \ *
the other hand,_the forms of communication which we now call mass

~

communication, that is, newspapers, motion pictures, radio and

«

ultimately television, haQe all been both praised and damned‘aéj
being either "cornerstones of demogﬁacy" or "agents of the devil."

Of these three agents of change, the mass media have been the

most unsﬁccessfui\in fully integratinéithemselveé into the' '
structure of Americap §6qietj, and their acceptance or rejebtion

a£ any one time has dépended upon é wide variety of criterié

relating to their sgocial utility, content and cost. There have

[}

also been wide regional variations in their pattern of acceptance

or rejection which must be considered.

1]

It is clear that the accommodation process to certain forms

of communications media was not as successful as in the case of
= ' .
5

urbanization or industrialization.!® The question remains, why?

\

il

R
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We can only suggest a few possible answers. First, while all

three agents of change experienced similar problems, the

communications revolution was in fact quite different from fher

\ o \

other two in that its end pro@ggtﬂwas‘méféjabstract, less sub-

stantive, and yet uiffﬁately influenced a larger number of people

PO

%

~~ "guer a longer period of time. (In fact its influence has not

yet reached a peak, and the=so-c5€led "information explosion'

is only now making itseff felt on'the populhtion-as a whole.)

~Second, while the communications media gained much faster initial
* - .‘ . =
acceptance than either industrialization o. urbanization, in the

long run, because of their inherert characteristics and capabili-

ties they have experienced much more difficulty in finding their

a
proper social or cultural niche. The real or imagined fears

\

associated with the media's ability to induce attitude changes
/ ‘ .
or to convey certain anti-social modes of behaviour, together with

their capability of transcending local apd traditional influences

has -made complete acceptance difficult.’

] -

THE NEW "MASS" MEDIA

Starting with the first large Eirculaéion daily newspapers
in the 1830's, followed by the motion picture in 1896, and radio
and then television in the twentieth century, the mass media have
had a profound influence on American life, and created a vasﬁ new
audience eager to consume whatever content they had to offef.

The nature and characteristics of these new media and their

emerging audiences created a form of social interaction which was

v

entirely new.!'®
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. Thus these new media, weré directed primarily toward large

aadiences which weré essentially heterogeneous in compédsition.

This meant that- members of the audience had to share a dommon

-

interest in the content of the med@a and a common set of cultural
. - »

,, The communicative . took place

- . » A o x

over great distances, and, the reletionship betw=.n the audience

/

and the communicatcr'waé‘ielatively impersonal. Alsb, the flow

- P »

of communication was basically in one direction, from the source

1

understandings and values.,

to the audience: (The establishment‘of a two-way interaction or

N

'"feedback" was one of the major aims of groups interested in -

soc1al control of the media, while its absence ‘proved to be an

: 1mportant barrier to tot“ﬁ acceptance ) Finally, as Denis McQuail

" notes, "the ahdlence for these new media was a coiLectivitfvuniqhe
to modern society." They'were basically an/aggregate of individyals
) nﬁnited by a common focus of interest) endaging in an identical ~

. © | form of behaviour; and open .to activation towards common ends;
yet the,individuafs involved are unknown to each other, have only

®

. T . . .
a restricted amount of interaction, do not orient their actions
d < ; ne

to each other and are only 1ccsely organized or lacking in organiza-

. 7 - . - - \
. tien."! "

These characteristics and their implications created social

i

lconditions‘which were so totally new that their existencegbrdugnt

about fundamental changes in the structure and dinteraction within
American society. The new communications media qgve rise to

totally new complexes of activity concerned "1th the manloutﬁtlon

of symrols and personalltles, and in the process the mass medla

~inevitably acquired their own status and authority, and were

’ a




7purposes other than publlc entertainment such as mllltary usevof -

radié, or government use of motion plctures9 such utllltarlan

able to permeate all segments of sdéiéty,“and to become an 5

~
-

L -

12 Y

placed in the position of being a?le to confer prestige and
legitimrcy on those issues or personalities to which they turned
theix ation. E C e

Almost from thHe first, the mass media were dominated by the

idea of providing entertainment for their large audiences. (This
presumes that news has an intrinsic entertainment value.) Thisl
emphasis can be attrlbuted to a combination of c1rcumstances~

) b ~
Flrst, the medla needed to secure relatlvely large audlences to

3

provide a strong economic base, and thlS could only be obtalned - 5

2

by providing what a slgnlflcant segment of the populatlon seemed

' Lo

to want. Second, the rapid transformatlon of soc1al and cultural

condltlons, especially urbanization, had created large potentlal

audiences who were searching for 1nexpens1ve entertaanment as a . -

3
»

form of recreational activity. Third the communicatiOns media

* e '

proved to be ideally suited for. carrylng entertalnment prev1ously

S

avallable only in the larger centers 1nto thé smaller cities and

S o

£y

towns.. Fourth in the case of the motion picture and telev1sron, Y

- ~

ot N . ks
both .of these ’nnovations were orlglnally concelved and- 1ntroduced £ ’
# L

8

rd
as’an\extension of an extant entertainment 1ndustry. Flnally, ;ﬂ

.

although some forms of the mas$ media were widely used for

» -

uses failed to catch the public's imaginatlonAln gquite theggsame

manner as dld their more "glamorous" entertalnment content, It

was mainly in this enteéertainment role that the mass media were’

important source for.establishing trends in such areas as leisure,

’
i . - ——
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personal’ consumption and even courting behavioeur. .
\ . '
A mafor aspect, of the introéuction of the mass media was

their ability to by-pass the existing channels of social commun- .

ication and authority structures in the spheres of politics,

L M . 3 .
religion, education, kinship and economics, and to establish

\

.direct contact with the individual.!?" Particularly in the' areas

"~

.
" ’

of education and religibn, parents and teachers became concerned
because they felt powerless to prevent the influence of these new
_communications forms, whi ch seemed to be {e} readlly acce551b1e to

.. ;' [

& .
the young., Thus many of ‘the mass medla s tinroads %nto existing:. -

. - / N ‘
institutions were initially resisted, but eventually there was a
& oL S

".gradual move towdrd greater accommodation,#andﬂj;nally each of

‘ '. 2. T ! . .
the affected instityfions came to -use these media for its own

purposes. " B ) @

The sudden -awareness of the potential of these new commun- A

ications forces.in Amerlcan 11fe caused a great deal of concern
about the ne;ma; melhods of soc1a1 control, since the mass medla
fséemedfte-be a?mntagmore powerful means of influencing ﬁeoéle
‘than ané pre@iouslyfknown. It was this threat, and all its ‘ -
’implications, that resultedpin tﬁe strong movementafor greater

—
~

forms of political or formal control of the various media's content

and.agt1v1t1es. Such fears were understandable, for there were no

I

established ¥6cial or cultural control mechanisms which could
A Y

1

deal with these new phenomena that for the first time allowed the

dissemination from a centralized source of messages to large
¢ 7
= . A . X .
groups ?f people (or "audiences") across vast distances, with a
. 6

~ sense of’ immediate "impact. .

There washalsoaa deep concern about the possible’detrimental

T




14 _ .
< ', influences which these new forms of communications/entertainment
. wopldihave in loweringsthe overall standards of €&ulture set by

the intellectual elite. The controveréy surrounding high

culture and low culture and the suspected role of' the mass media »

’

in the dilution of cultural standards has a long and incompléete

history.?® 1In a society pervaded by mass commuqiéhtioné there is

a strong tendency toward a semblance of uniformity, because the
population ggnerally reéeives the ﬁajority of its messages from ] .
a relatively small number of authoritative sources. This ﬁni—
forﬁity différs from the cultural consensus pr?viously obtaiped
“from the traditional internalized values ‘and attitudés, because

| ~

it depends on a Sustained flow of information and is therefore

~

in some sense unstable. It is,hdweve; precisely th;sﬁﬁhstable
quality which allows modern societies to undergo the rapid social

and economic changes required of them. In this manner the media

. o .
.

of mass communications can in fact have a positive integrative

“

LY

role in a period of differentiation and ‘fragmentation of relation-

" ships.?!

The question remains to be answered as to how these various
= = .
! ! - -~

~Hﬁn§w media forms were adopted and integrated into American society,
and whj some of them experienced so much—?ifficulty in the proéess.
We have already noted the "acceptance by use"'conceptFﬁtilized
by institqtions, but "total social and cultural acceptance required
a greater measure of accommddéﬁion By both the medium and its )
audience. Thus a;}each of the mass media spread throughout the
country, certain definite 3fjustments had te be-made to ensure

that these technological innovations and their content would - ",

- I -

i
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conform, as far as possible, to the‘éxisting local system of

P

values and social norms. These adjustmemts were not easy, for
the wide dissemination of a single séet of values by the mass
media could not possibly satisfy all segments of a,highly plural-

istic society, and localized values thlis came into conflict with

L

the national content of the media. -

Particularly in the case of motion pictures and later radio,
the problems raised by the economic reéﬁirement to provide a
large and thefefpre national audience base were -almost insurmount-

able. As Wilbur Schramm has suggested, the wide dissemination

o

of such content raised questions, "which were never very important
- £ - .
- 4

ir. the relatively restricted arts of theater, circus,” and vaude-

ville, or the relatively %pdigenous folk, art,"??

g o T

of telev1s1on ‘has -of course, extended the boundarles of this

,problem beyond all hope of settlement.

!
i
i

The question of centrallzatlon and size became 1mportant

Within a very few years of their 1ntroduct10n motién pictures,

v
A i ‘»_1

L

radio and television, and to a"lesser extent,newspapers, grew to
become large bus1ness organlzatlons as well as great agencies of
communlcatlons. How could these centrallzed 1nst;tutlons continue:

¥

to be representatlve of, and sensitive tbd, local interests and
Values especially as the 1ntemse coﬁéi@}tlon of the marketplace
quickly reduced their numbers? This question was partly answered
by the Commission on Freedom of the Press in 1947, when the
commissiomeers—stated: "If modern society requires great agencies
of mass.communication, if these concentrations become so powerful

that they ate a threat to democracy, if democracy cannot solve the

'

L7 . A

The introduction
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problem simply by breaking them up - then those agencies mnst
control themselves or be controlled by government."z“ It is a &
fact, nevertheless, that except ior certain specific ;ctions
taken'by the Federal Communications Commission with fegards to A ) :_’
,radio and television, the major mass media have never been made
o accountable for "representativeness" toward their audiences.
, Finally, the arrival and growing influence of the mass media
,caused American Yecreational interest to divide into two distinct
layers of participation. On the bottom was the continued local
participation in all forms of iecreational opportunities, ineluding
. % sports, excursions and even urban commercial amusements such as
' penny- arcades, burlesque, ethnic theater and the male specialties
t.! ~

of the saloon and billiard parlour. All of these were organized
t .

within the control of the local community, and as such were
ix\ subject to local tastes and preferences.
- The top layer in this schema cons1sted of the vast, Vicarious\
garticipation in national sports, news and recreational interests,
' fostered particularly by the support given to them by the mass
media, and consisting of an .audience of millions stretching over
a wide area. ?he sources for these activities were more central-
ized, and therefore beyond the control of any one locdal group,
other than by outright suppression. ‘
Thus while the historical experiences of a society shape its
general culture, its principal values, its interests and tastes,
and the nature of its political and'economic institutions, a

society's culture and social structure, in turn, shape its system

of mass communication. In America, one of the most important
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R} .
influences on the development of the mass media has been the trend

toward urbanization; the increaSing need for new communications

.

forms to faCilitate the development of a complex urban existence.
. /

Beginning as early as the 1830 s, the need for urban commun-
ications forms, which allowed the dissemination of information .
over a wide.geograpbic area within a relativelzﬂshort time ] /k
periodcubecame obvious, and was met by the emeréence of the urban

. mass press. Later the growing complexity of urban life encouraged
the development of the telegraph, telephone and the motion picture,
to benfollowed in thé twentieth century'by radio and finally

-

television. While'the entire country,rural and urban,benefitted-

from these developments, they remained essentially the products

<

of an urban society, and except for a few very specialized media
forms, their content was largely concerned with urban life, and
reflected urban values. . » .

It is because of this strong urban influence, and thus

y orientation, that it makes a gre%t deal of sense to examine the

P history of the.maSS'media in the United States as oneiaspect of
the ongoing urbanization)process. The use of the urban gromth
f nodel provides a strong—theoretical framework for such an exam%n&
ation,.and will contribute to a greater'understanding of the role

of the mass media in the development of American society.
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