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Foreword

Writers from many disciplines have speculated upon the
impact of the mass media on twentieth-century socievy. Histor-
- ically no other communication event, not even the printing press,
has so dramatically altered human perceptions of self and the
environment. Nor has any force been so powerful in hastening
social and cultural changes that simultaneously affect large seg-
ments of a given society. Studenis and teachers of communication
cannot ignore the mass media as a factor in shaping the knowledge
and belief systems which influence interpersonal communication;
nor can they exclude mass media as an important “ba’ ~“meter”
of a given society’s health and growth with respect to freedom
of information flow.

Until recently, educational institutionz merely made students
aware of the potential dangers of media control; we accepted the
tyranny of having the few control the content, accuracy, and
aesthetics of mediated messages. We now understand that alert,
critically ahble media “consumers” can change media offerings. A
public that learns to “rearl the media’ and learns how and when
to give “feedback” can apply economic and political pressures to
influence change.

This information analysis monograph is published by the
Speech Communication Association in cooperation with the Ed-
ucational Resources Information Center (ERIC) Clearinghouse
on Reading and Communication Skills in response to a directive
from the National Instituie of Education (NIE) that ERIC pro-
vide educators with opportunities for knowledge utilization beyond
that provided by the ERIC data base. NIE, recognizing the gap
between educational research and clagsroom teaching, has charged
ERIC to go beyond jts initial function of gathering, evaluating,
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indexing, and disseminating information to a significant new ser-
vice—commissioning from recognized authorities information an-
alysis papers focusing on concrete educational needs.

In each information analysis paper, the author attempts a

comprehensive treatment and qualitative agsessment of the topic;
tries to answer the Question, ‘““Where are we?’; sometimes finds
order in disparate approaches; often points in new directions. The
knowledge contained in an information analysis paper is a neces-
sary foundation for reviewing existing curricula, planning new be-
ginnings, and aiding the teacher in now situations.
) We believe that teachers in speech, English, mass commeuni-
cation, social studies, and other subject areas will find this book
to be a valuable resource in providing students with a deeper un-
derstanding of factors which shape mass medla and of the potential
of mass media.

Barbara Lieb-Brilthart
Associare DIRECTOR, ERIC/RCS
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Praface

A number of years ago a leading magazine in broadcasting
carried a cartoon that dealt with television criticism. It showed
an editor of a newspaper peering out from under his green eye-
shade while a young man, holding a college degree marked “cum
laude,” stood before him. “We’ze going to start you at the bot-
tom,” the editor said. “You’re going to be the television critic!”

Unfortunately, the cartoon was not inaccurate. Most news-
papers report industry gossip and promotional handouts xather
than engage in the kind of criticism given t0 musical or theatrical
events. Many of those newspapers that do carry criticism get it
from a syndicated service. There are few local critics. Television
eriticism is a much neglected form.

Yet, in a different sense, itelevision and radio have many
critics. When Commissioner Newton Minow of the Federal Co 1-
munications Commission (FCC) talked of a “vast wasteland,” he
wags engaging in criticism. When Senator Pastore and the leaders
of the citizen’s group, Action for Children’s Television, criticized
the Saturday morning “children’s ghetto,” they were practicing
television criticism. When former Vice President Spiro Agnew at-
tacked television newsreporters such as Dan Rather, he, also, was
practicing television criticism. Journalist and consumer affairs spe-
cialist Betty Furness, former President Lyndon Johnson, Office
of Telecommunications Planning head Clay T. Whitehead, Everett
Parker of the United Church of Christ—all have functioned as
television critics.

One of the oddities of television is that, when we think of
criticism, we frequently think of these public figures rather than
Harlan Ellison, Les Brown, ~- ~thers who write criticism in a tra-
ditional way. Perhaps published television criticism is weak be-




cause there are so many critics in government, in universities, in
barbershops, and in millions of homes.

That may be a facile way of explaining the dearth of pub-
lished criticism, however. After all, presidents, professors, barbers,
and fathers all criticize sports, and no newspaper of any stature
functions without a prosperous and lively sports department in
- which opinion and colorful writing flourish. No, we can’t explain
the weakness of television criticism by saying that everyone does
it. We must look elsewhere.

One reason may be that the television industry systematically
discourages critics. In the mid-1960s, one network purchased a
full-page advertisement in the New York Times to proclaim that
“nobody likes us but people.” They proudly pointed out that,
although the critics had panned their offerings, their ratings were
very high. Such audacity, such brazen contempt for qualitative
judgments, is nearly unthinkable in any of the other performing
arts. ’

Not only does the industry discourage criticism, but television
itself is very difficult to criticize. It is essentially repetitive. Can
a critic, even a tough-skinned, imaginative, dedicated critic, seri-
ously review each program in a comedy series? Would anyone
want to read this serial cataloguing of mediocrity? The answer
to both questions appears to be no. Criticg tend to criticize those
programs that are interesting to criticize: specials, major news
events, a new series that has been widely promoted, or programs
concerning well-known personalities. Most of the prograums that
most of the people watch most of the time do not lend themselves
to thoughtful evaluation.

Lacking programs to interest them, critics frequently turn
to the issues that lie behind the programs. Should political can-
didates he given equal time? Should there be a limit on the num-
ber of ininutes devoted to advertising in a program? Should the
industry employ more members of minority groups? Should cit-
izen groups have more influence on programming? In this way,
the critics of broaucasting turn from the programs and enter de-
bates on public policy, politics, the social effects of the media, the
ethics of advertising, and other tangential topics. This debate is
usually not reported in the daily television column. It appears in
acadeinic journals, law journals, elite magazines, the Congressional
Record, and the publications of action groups. Meanwhile, the
programs continue, hour after hour, day after day, for the most
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part without receiving thoughtful criticism.

It is probably pointless to argue that there should be more
criticism of an aesthetic nature when the programs tbemselves do
not encourage it. Some European countries have {raditions of
bumanistic media criticism. America does not. Yet this bhook is
not an argument in favor of correcting that deficiancy, although,
if anyone wishes to fight that battle, the author will provide lively
support.

Here we are concerned with understanding and practicing
television criticism as it occurs in America. We will consider the
various points of view from which broadcasting can be criticized—
from the standpoint of the public policy maker, the social scientist,
the andience member, and, of course, the aesthetician. We will
also be concerned with the various ways in whicb critics evaluate
the broadcasting industry, government regulators, and programs.

Finally, we will consider the possibility that tbe absence of
criticism may have been beneficial to the development of television.
American television is, after all, the most imitated system in tbe
world. Perhaps one of the reasons is that it has grown freely in
response to audievice and economic pressures. The absence of a
humane and civilizing criticism may have fostered an overwhelming

concern for programs acceptable to what H. L. Mencken called
the “boobocracy”; it may also have provided an opportunity for
popular art to thrive without the restraints of a criticism based
on taste, style, and excellence. The absence of television criticism
may have allowed television to become our liveliest primitive art.

Reading about criticism, of course, is rather like reading about
swimming or dancing. If you don’t practice while you read, you -
won’'t have much success. To help you along, a few readings bave
been suggested at the end of each chapter. They are, for the most
part, only introductory. They may suggest paths dewn which the
first steps in criticism may be taken. After that, it’s up to you

Here, then, are several perspectives on television criticism.

R.S.
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Criticism is a way of bebaving. [t is the process of relating 1o the object
to be evaluated in & responsive and intelligent manner. The process of
criticism is not completed until that response is integrated into prior
knowledge of the object, evaluated, and communicated to others. The
process of crificism includes perception. integration. evaluation. and
expression.

The first part of this book is concerned with the process of criticizing
broadcast programs. In it we will consider criticism as & way of knowing,
the varieties of criticism. two critical approaches—the myfzoiogical and
the public policy oriented—and we will end by locking at criteria that
have been used by some critics in *he past.




The Aims of Criticism

Each of us performs a variefy of critical acts each day.
Arranging books on our bookshelf is a modest critical activity.
Recommending a book, film, or television program to a friend is
a more self-conscious variety of criticism. Criticizing a program
or defending a program from the attack of someone else is the
most obviously critical behavior in which most of us engage. We
are all, at some time or other, critics of books, people, films, and
television and radio programs. This book is concerned with tele-
vision and radio criticism.

Although most of us discuss broadcast programs frequently,
it is unlikely that we have formulated criteria for evaluating them.
We may be self-conscious in discussing literary genre (essays,
poetry, fiction, ete.), and we may have a strong sense of the major

" periods and the prominent writers in each, but it is unlikely that
we bave a comparable critical apparatus for dealing with radio or
television. Broadcasting may be vaguely accused of misleading
children, or of being “mediocre,” but we seldom make formal crit-
ical judgmenis about programs. They simply are. We ask little
of them, and they demand little of us.

In the following cbapters it will be argued that television and
radio offer us much more than we realize. They are more complex,
the issues are sometimes central to our notions of democracy and
our concern about the First Amendment, and they offer a greater
variety of programs than we often realize. The aim of this book
is to encourage viewers 1o listen and view a little more and to
think about it a lot more. Before we begin, it may be worth spend-
ing a few words considering the functions of eriticism.

Let s start out grandly by arguing that there are four ways
of knowing—the ways of the scientist, the rhetorician, the mystic,




and the critic. Scientists are concerned with explaining data.
There are, in science, no experts. A beginner may develop a theory
which steals a Nobel prize from world-renowned scientists. James
Watson, for instance, was a graduate student when he and his
partner developed their explanation of the DNA molecule. In sci-
ence all opinions are, or ought to be, equal. Eloguence will not
create evidence that will fit a faulty theory. Scientisis are em-
pirical—they insist upon evidence.

Rhetoricians operate in quite a different way. They acknowl-
edge that opinions are unequal, that ideas have histories that may
be important, that arguments may be won by ethos, pathos, or
logos. They are concernz2d with argument, and the winning argu-
ment may be based upon cthical appeal rather than a scientist’s
evidence. Rhetoricians live in a more corapiex world than scien-
tists, a world in which doubts, irony, and pathos play a part.
Nevertheless, rhetoricians can usualiy relate all evidence, all per-
suasive devices, and all appeals to the single point being argued.
Rhetoricians are concerned with the decision in an argument.

Others may use subjective “evidence.” For instance, mystics
admit an even greater variety of evidence. Vigions, rhetorical
devices, and “hard” evidence are all acceptable to mystics. Truth
ig the criterion used in mystical determinations, and truth is more
subjective than evidence, argument, or reason,

Finally, we come to critics, Critics, like mystics and rhet-
oricians, allow a variety of evidence to be introduced. Aesthetic
judgments, social scientific information about media effects, polit-
ical discussions about public policy, and technological information
about the potential of the media are all acceptable to critics of
radio or television. Although critics should be fair and accurate
in using sources, there is no arbitrary Yimit upon the kinds of sup-
port they can use to inform a critical judgment.

Like scientists, critics consider all opinions, although expert
opinion is likely to count for more. If scientists are concerned with
explanation, mystics with truth, and rhetoricians with argumen-
tation, critics are concerned with evaluation.

Of course, evaluation by itself is not a very helpful act. If
- critics behaved like baseball umpires who merely call the pitches
without explaining how they arrive at their evaluations, they
would be of little use to their readers. Critics must explain their
evaluations, If this is done successfully, the result will be a new
insight which may aid their readers in making future decisions.

4 The Process of Criticism
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This insight is perhaps the greatest contribution critics can make
to their readers.

The -Aims of the Critic

Critics, while attempting to provide insight and helpful eval-
uations to readers, may have other aims. They may, for instance,
have a strong desire to reform commerciai broadcasting. If this is
their aim, they will select shows which demonstrate to their
readers either the shortcomings of the existing systam or, if they
find a program which meets their approval, the potentials of the
system. Reform of the system is one of the primary aims of a
number of critics, such as Robert Lewis Shayon, and groups, such
as Action for Children’s Television. -

Other writers have selected other aims. Horace Newcomb,
for instance; has attempted to solve the problem of television
criticism by exploring the ways in which felevision uses history.
Cthers, such as Oscar Handlin and David Manning White, have
been interested in the ways in which television and radio have
influenced popular culture. Still others have selected as their aim
the understanding of the relation of mass communication to tra-
ditional culture—Edward Shils comes to mind—while others, such
as Ernest Van IDen Haag, have been concerned with the sociai
effects of broadcasting and the development of the consensual so-
ciety. Critics have had commitments to reform, Marxism, high
aesthetic standards, the adulation of celebrities, or the understand-
ing of the medium,

Such aims may exist alongside other, more pragmatic consid-
erations. For example, critics, like other writers, need to find a
readership if they are to stay in business. This concern may en-
courage them to emphasize the journalistically interesting at the
expense of ihe critically importast. In addition, critics muast be
conceriied about their reputation among broadcasters.

In short, critics, like other persons, may wear blinders, which
may be ideological (Marxism or conservatism), psychological (a
preference for certain kinds of concerns), or expedient (a desire to
get by-lines and be quoted)}. These private commitments of eritics
may give depth to their writing or may limit their vision.

However, critics should not become advocates for a point of
view. Their role is larger than that of the advocate. Critics must
perceive the program being criticized as openly and fairly as pos-
sible. They must integrate that perception inte their prior knowl-
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edge of the subject—its genre, audience, industry economics, and
public policy—and they must then evaluate the program by the
standards appropriate to if. Theatre critic Stark Young once sug-
gested that the criteria for judging a play are implicit in the play
itself. Imagine the play as excellent as it might be, he suggested,
and then compaxre the play as perforroed with the standard extrap-
olated from it. Similarly, critics of broadcasting can be urged to
judge each program by the standards suggested by the program
itself.

Finally, critics must communicate their perception, integra-
tion, and evaluation to othess. Critics must be variously zensitive
and open, analytic, knowledgeable, and, finally, creative in com-
municating the results of their work. The critical act is not com-
plete until critics have informed, and perhaps persuaded, others.

& The Process of Criticism




The Varieties of Criﬁcism

The term “criticism” is applied to a variety of kinds of
writing. The consequence i3 confusion about the purposes of tele-
vision criticism and the standards which should be applied when
evaluating it. After all, an essay on public policy in the Village
Voice should not be considered in the same way as, say, a short
blurb summarizing a feature film which might appear in TV Guide.
In this chapter we will consider the varieties of criticism and the
standards appropriate to each.

There are various possible ways in which television criticism
could be categorized: by length, by the medium in which it ap-
pears, by the author's presuned intention, or by the subject (a
program, & personallty, a pohcy) with which it deals. Some crit-
icism is used in making viewing choices; some, as entertainment;
gome, a8 a source of news about the industry. We have attempted
to group criticism according to the ways in which readers might
use it and how it might function for them. The categories are,
of course, arbitrary. They will be useful if they lead : aders into
making disiinctions among the varieties of criticism and, perhaps,
to creating categories which more nearly describe their own ex-
perience as consum. ‘8 of television criticism.

Previews. The preview is probably the most influential of all
forms of criticism. Unlike any of the other kinds, it can influence
the viewers’ program choices before the time of broadeast. Al-
though previews appear before the program is viewed by the
audience, we may consider them criticism because they are often
baged upon a pre.viewing of a tape recording of the show. This
is particularly true of previews carried by wire services, such as
Associated Press, United Press International, or other syndicated
newspaper services. Their writers, usually based.in New York




or Los Angeles, may have easier access to previewing than writers
in other cities.

In local newspapers the preview is frequently based upon a
criticism written by a writer for a wire service and rewritien lo-
cally. Clearly, local writers are dependent upon second-hand in-
formation and their judgments are likely to be questionable.

Another source of information for previews is the press release
from a network or local station. Obviocusly, stations and networks
are not impartial sources for critical judgments. Yet, the distor-
tion introduced by source bias is less than might he expected,
because networks and stations usually expend their promotional
efforts primarily on programs likely to be either popular or critical
successes.

Typically, a preview is succirct—f{ifty words or less is not
uncommon—and usually mentions the subject matier and the
leading participants and indicates what is of unusual interest in
the pregram. Frequenily, these judgments are compressed into a
code (“dull,” “interesting,” or “don’t miss’”) or into symbols (four
stars, three stars, etc.).

Previews vary widely in value. In assessing them, it is useful
to ask: Is the evaluation based upon a viewing of the program
or upon press releases from the producers? Is the preview signed
or anonymous? Have other previewz from the same source proved
valuable to me in my viewing?

Because it is usually short in length, the preview is not a form
appropriate for complex arguments or subtle judgments. When it
is unsigned, we may not know whether we are getting thinly dis-
guised program advertising or an independent judgment. Despite
all these shortcomings, the preview is frequenily decisive in viewer
decisions about what to watch and deserves analysis.

Gossip Columns. Radio and television personalities are of
interest to thousands, and they benefit from any mention they
may receive in the press, It is not surprising that many news-
papers carry articles in which the personal and professional ac-
tivities of these personalities are reported. Many storiea are un-
related to broadcasting (for instance, where a personality lives
or his or her hobbiea or political activities). Others, when they
report information about how decisions are made about programs,
may be useful in understanding broadcasting.

In some newspapers, particularly in smaller cities, human
interest items about personalities are intermixed with evaluative

8 The Process of Criticism




comments or reports of the judgments of others, as well as with
press releases from stations, and the whole is presented as the
work of the “television critic.” The unity of such columns is
usually derived from the journalistic style of the compiler.

Gossip columns are useful for creating interest in the persons
responsible for programs. They may contain information about the
industry otherwise unobtainable. To the extent that they substi-
tute criticism of the person for criticism of the program, however,
they are useless to the student of broadcasting.

Daily Reviews. A minority of newspapers—the exact number
is not known—employ a writer to produce a critical essay on
broadcasting two or three times a week. Some of these eolumns
border on the gossip mentioned earlier, while others contain inter-
esting analyses of programs viewed the preceding dav.

The best of such critics—Laurence Laurent, Jack Gould, Les
Brown, Harlan Ellison, and Michael Arlen are among the best
practitioners in the recent past—have thoughtfully worked out
their critical methods and write as seriously and responsibly as
their colleagues who deal with music and threatre.

The daily review typically is concerned with the critical reac-
tion to a single program. The critic may compare a program with
others in a series or with other similar programs, but the focus
is normally on a single program.

The curse of daily reviewers is that their audience cannot
see the program after reading the review. Further, those who have
seen the show will already have made their evaluations. If pro-
grams were re-run on a regular basis, daily reviewers might have
greater influence on viewers or programmers. Ag it 13, they must
be content to suggest that their readers seek out or avoid similar
programs in the future. It i3 the fate of these hapless reviewers
to be read only after the event by an audience that does not have
access to the subject of their writing.

When reading reviews, it may be useful to ask: Does the
reviewer have consistent criteria which he or she applies regularly,
or does the reviewer write on the basis of unsystematic criteria?
Are the suggestions in the review useful in making future viewing
decisions? Is there a reviewer whose judgments I find interesting
and useful in making my viewing decisions?

Weekly Criticism. The most complex, knowledgeable, and
thoughtful criticism frequently appears in weekly or monthly pub-
lications such as TV Guide, the Sunday New York Times enter-
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tainment section, The New Yorker, and Variety., Many magazines,
such as Time and Newsweek, carry regular criticism, while others,
such as the New Republic, Cosmopolitan, Atlantic Monthly, or
Harper's Magazine, carry criticism when there is a program or is-
sue which, in the editors’ judgment, is of interest to their readers.

It is in the weekly essay that writers often find that they
can back off from specific programs and consider program trends
and issues such as violence or the financing of public television.
It is also here that writers can develop ideas at length.

Although there is no single “best place” to look for such
essays, readers who include TV Guide and the Sunday New York
Times entertainment section in their diet will encounter some of
the best current essays on television.

In evaluating weekly criticism (or monthly, in the case of
some magazines), it may be useful to ask: Has the writer con-
ducted research in the programs or issues he or she is discussing,
or does the writer depend upon secondary sources? Are the major
issues of the day considered? Are the issues considered of con-
cern t0 me ag a viewer, or do they serve the interests of those in
the industry?

What Do Critics Write About?

Although critics of literature and the arts deal with perform-
ances, whether written, painted, sung, or played, television critics
often devote much of thLair writing to other matters. Below are
some categories which may be useful in analyzing broadcast
criticism.

Program previews.

Program reviews.

Cable distribution systems, their promise and problems.

Industry economics, including advertising, costs, sponsors, efc.

Governmental affairs, including regulatory problems with both

1&1}131‘1"(‘:()!0 and the Federal Telecommunications Commission

Political effects of television and political uses of television.

Personalities, including interviews with stars, broadcasters,

executives.

Technical affairs, including new devices and technical prob-
lems of covering an unusual event.

{y] The Process of Criticisim
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Program practices and policies, including reasons for program
decisions.

Audience matters, including ratings, letters from readers, com-
ments on the audience by broadcasters.

Effects of television, including violence, social change, and
S0 O, :

Broadcasting critics include in their writing matters often
neglected by critics of other forms. Music critics, for instance,
seldom write about the economics of music. This variety gives
critics of broadcasting the opportunity to investigate and write
about the problems of the day. This is in response, in part, to
the sameness of the programs, which discourages serious criticism,
and, in part, to audience interests. Many of us find the economics
of broadcasting or its alleged effects fascinating, and critics have
been quick to cater to that interest.

The Functions of Criticism

As we have suggested above, many critics write as guides for
viewers. Others try to convey information which may be of in-
terest to viewers. Still others have assigned themselves more am-
bitious tasks: to address the industry and encourage reform, to
alert consumers to what they may ezpect and may or may not
receive from broadcasting, or to make sense of radio and television
as forms of popular art.

In an article in the Journal of Broadeasiing, Peter Mayeux
analyzed the stated and manifest functions of three television
critics: Jack Gould, Larry Wolter, and Hal Humphrey.! He re-
ported that the three critics indicated that the functions of critics
should be “to inform the reader about the events of broadcasting,
to act as ‘mediator’ between the viewing public and the television
industry, and to serve as a catalyst for better programming and
the full use of the potential of the television medium.” In evaluat-
ing their criticism, Mayeux noted that they tended to “talk di-
rectly to the industry to improve television, and to inform and
entertain the reading public,” It is interesting to note that two
of their manifest functions—talking directly to the industry and
entertaining—were not among their stated functions.

1. Peter E. Mayeux, “Three Television Critics: Stated vs. Manifest
Functions,” Journal of Broadcasting 14 {Winter 1969-1970): 25.36.
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Other critics have chosen to describe their functions in dif-
ferent ways. Some have attempted to work out a television agg-
thetic, some have attempted to bring broadcasting into the intel-
lectual life of the twentieth century, and others have attempted
to alert their readers to television’s yole in the events of our time.

Harian Ellison, television critic for the Los Angeles Free Press,
prefaced a collection of his criticism with this warning:

But make no mistake. I am not really talking about TV here.
I am talking about dissidence, repression, censorship, the bru-
tality and stupidity of much of our culture, the threat of the
Common Man, the dangers of being passive in a time when
the individual is merely cannon-fodder, the lying and cheating
and killing our “patriots” do in the sweet name of the Amer-
ican Way.?

Ellison emphasizes issues in his writing, providing very little in-
formation about the industry and constantly prodding his readers
to consider what television is doing for them and to them.

There has been, since Gilbert Seldes first suggested that
Krazy Kat was, or at least had the potential to be, as significant
as any specific example of High Art, an interest in developing ges-
thetic criteria for film and broadcasting. In 1962 Robert Lewis
Shayon, former television critic for the Saturday Review, edited
a collection of essays concerned with television as art. In it a
diverse group of writers, including Moses Hadas, Marya Mannes,
Tyrone Guthrie, Ashley Montague, Walter Cronkite, and George
Balanchine, considered the status of television at that time. Re-
reading the collection is an astonishing experience, primarily be-
conse most of the problems the writers identify remain unsolved
and most of the potential they identify in television remains un-
realized. After noting that “something must happen to give tele-
vision a chance to develop in its own style, using the arts of the
past, a3 a child, in order to become a separate individual,” Gilbert
Seldes went on to note:

Television may fiourish without such an individual develop-
ment—and still make a lot of money. But it will not have the
final interest that silent movies had and radio promised to de-

2. Harlan Elifson, The Glass Teat (New York: Ace Publishing Com-
pany, 1969}, pp. 11-12.
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velop. It will be a complex of techniques which have not fused
into an art.*

As one reads the essays in the book, one is left with the feeling
that television did not develop as Seldes and others hoped it would.

This does not mean that television, or those in the audience,
have failed. Horace Newcomb, in an essay entitled “Toward a Tele-
vision Aesthetic,” noted that the central weakness of television
is the “lack of artistic probability’”+:

Because the shows conclude dramatically at the end of a sin-
gle episode, and because the necessity for a popular response
calls for an affirmative ending, we lose sight of the true com-
plexity of many of the issues examined.

He notes that this may be overcome by having different kinds
of probiems in each episode and by allowing growth and change
from one episode to the next. The major aesthetic achievement of
television, he argues, is the aesthetic use of history, in which

we see families in domestic cOmedy behave as if they live in
an idealized nineteenth-century version of America. . . . As if
our time somehow mythically coexisted with that of an easier
age, we create forms that speak in opposition fo their contem-
porary settings.*
Television, in Newcomb’s view, re-makes both our own contem-
porary life and history and relates them in ways which are mis-
leading in public affairs and helpful in pointing to the continuity
of human life.
Critics who insist on accuracy in both historical and contem-

1-uraly programs are, of course, at odds with Newcomb. Michael J.
Arlen, for instance, argues that

Television has a transforming effect on events. It has a trang-
forming effect un the people who watch the transformed events—

3. Gilbert Seldes; "Beg: Borrow—or Annex,” in The Eighth Art, ed.
Robert Lewis Shayon (New York: Holt, Rinchart and Winston. 1962), pp.
107-108.

4. Horace Newcomb, 7'V the Most Popular Art (New York: Anchor
Books, 1974), pp. 254-256.

5. Tbid. p. 260.
6. Thid.
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it’s just hard to know what that is, and hard, too, to believe
that either the demoneclogists or those happy McLubanesgue

embraces of modernism get ohe much closer toward finding out,
although I could be wrong about that.

In summary, television criticism may function to pass infor-
mation to the andience, to spur the industry, to work out a new
aesthetic, or to help audience members become aware of what’s
happening because of broadcasting.

The Fufure of Broadcasting Crificism

In 3n essay in the Journal of Broadcasting, Maurice Shelby
reported that a study of patterns in broadcasting criticism over
a thirty-year period revealed a sixfold increase in the guantity
of criticism.® He also noted that criticism has become more critical
and iess neutral with the passage of time and that critics have
tended to write about topics of national rather than local interest.

What doeg this suggest for the future of broadeasting crit-
icism? One might postulate increasing negativism and a larger
amount of criticism as weekly special-interest newspapers multiply.
1t is difficult to look to the future of criticism, however, because
we have no tradition on which to base our projections. The ab-
sence of a tradition is perhaps the most important characteristic
of television and radio criticism. In its absence, one can assume
little about the future except that critical discussion will be sorely
needed. As Moses Hadas has written, “The larger and more indis-
criminate the audience, the greater the need to safegusrd and
purify standards of guality and taste.”®

There i3 some evidence that critics, by emphasizing the re-
views of new program series, may miss opportunities for analysis
of the issues. Jules Rossman, in 2 study of television critics in the
top ten markets, found that “public television programs constituted
about 10% cf each critic’s total reviews, new series about 41%,
and specials ouly 21%.” In his conclusion he noted that, “while
critics doubt their influence on programmers, government decizion

7. Michael J. Arlen, Living-Room War (New York: Tower Publica-
tions, 1968), ». 11.

8. Maurice E. Shelby, Jr., “Patterns in Thirty Vears of Broadcast
Cr]ticism,”‘Jouma! of Broadcasting 11 (Winter 1966~1967): 27-40.

9. Moses Hadas, “Climate of Criticism,” in The Eighth Art, ed. Robert
Lewis Shayon (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), p. 16.
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makers, or viewers, their columns still do not emphasize the kind
of content which could influence.”®

The student of the criticism of broadcasting may find the
absence of a canon confusing, the absence of standards for both
television and jits. critics dismaying, and the expanse of territory
available for criticism numbing. Although the absence of classics,
established categories, and well-defined criteria makes the field
difficult to approach, the opportunities make it inviting. As Gilbert
Seldes noted, “television’s true literature has, in fact, yet to be
written.”

10. Jules Rossman, “The TV Critic Column: Is Tt Influential?” Jour-
nal of Broadeasting 19 (Fall 1975): 401-411,
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Suggested Readings

Arlen, Michael 3. Living-Room War. New York: Tower Publications,
1968. The collected works of the television critic for The New
Yorker. Not systematic or comprehensive, it evokes memories
of some television moments of the 1960s.

Brown, Les. Television. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1971. The former Variety television reporter, now critic for the
New York Times, introduced the business. More eriticism than
text, he provides insights into how things are and why they got
that way.

Casty, Alan. Mass Mediag and Mass Man. New York: Holf, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1968. A collection of essays, now somewhat
dated, that raises the social questions with which critics were
concerned in the years immediately preceding publication. In-
cludes Ernest Van Den Haag’s memorable “Of Happiness and
Despair We Have No Measure.”

Ellison, Harlan. The Gloss Teat. New York: Ace Publishing Com-
pany, 1969. Sixty-ish book, in manner and content. Ellizson is
an excelient analyst of the media. -

Hazard, Patrick D. TV as Art: Some Essays in Criticism. Urbana,
Illineis: National Council of Teachers of English, 1966. Essays
that relate conceptually to literary studies. Now dated, but some
of the concerns endure.

dacobs, Norman. Culture for the Millions. Boston: Beacon Press,
1964. Report of a conference sponsored by the Tamiment In-
stitute and the Journal of the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences in June 1959. A very useful collection including essays
by Leo Rosten, Oscar Handlin, and Hannah Arendt, and Ran-
dall Jarrell’s “A Sad Heart at the Supermarket.”

Newcomb, Horace. TV the Most Popular Art. New York: Ancher,
1974. One of the most intelligent and thoughtful books concern-
ing television to appear in recent years.

Schwartz, Tony. The Responsive Chord. New York: Anchor Books,
1973. Schwartz, an experienced producer, has an intuitive grasp
of the potentiaf of the broadcast media that makes for exciting
reading. One of the few post-McLuhan books of criticism.

Seldes, Gilbert. The Great Audience. New York: The Viking Press,
1951. One of the two or three most significant books in the de-
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velopment of criticism of broadcasting. Seldes was the Satur-
day Review critic, among other appointments.

Shayon, Robert Lewis, ed. The Eighth Art. New York: Holt, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1962. A book that wears well, confaining es-
gays that have not been equalled by Hadas, Balanchine, and
others.

Shayon, Robert Lewis. Open to Criticism. Boston: Beacon Press,
1971. An exploration of the problems and potentialities of tele-
vision that was much underrated at the time of publication.

Skomia, Harry J. Television and Society. New York: McGraw-Hill,
1965. An angry review of the American broadcasting industry
and its relation to society. Should be read in conjunction with
more recent studies on effects.

Williams, Raymond. Television: Technology and Cultural Form. New
York: Schocken Books, 1975. The English critic takes on the
popular notion that television causes social change and assorted
other ideas about television and places them in a humanistic per-
spective. Readers will have to make their own application to
the Americdn scehe. :
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Mythology and the Criticism of Broadcasting

On a typical weekday evening, more than sixty million
people will watch Amerncan television for at least part of the
avening hours. The programs they watch will often be repetitive
situation comedies, detective stories, adventure series, or news
programs in which the same reporters return daily to tell them
about the activities of a surprisingly stable cast of public figures.
The programs change very little from day to day or week to week.

One possible response to this sameness, reminiscent of a
Detroit assembly line, is boredom. Another is engaging in an
analysia of the economics, regulatior, or sociology of the broad-
casting industry. Some critics, however, have been intrigued by
the sameness, suspecting that the heroes, villians, and repetitive
plots must have a meaning for audiences not revealed by casual
analysis. They have argued that things are not as they seem.

A statement that might stand as a theoretical statement for
such critics can be found in Vladimir Nabokov’s writings: “When
we concentrate on a material object, whatever its situation, the
very act of attention may lead to our involuntarily sinking into
the history of that object.”! He goes on to demonsirate how a
pencil, a desk, and, of course, people become transparent if we
dwell on where they came from, why they were shaped into their
momentary faghion, and what they have represented to others.

Radic and ielevision programs and personalities, whether
fictitious or apparently “real” also become iransparent if we
meditate upon them. Walter Cronkite is like a distant uncle who

1. Vladimir Nabokov, Transparent Things (Greenwich, Connechcut
Fawcett Publications, 1972}, p. 10.




gives us reliable judgments on family matters—like a sage who
understands the world, like a wise man who can show us the way.
Deodorants and toothpastes are like panaceas, like secret formulas,
like small miracles that allow the actors with clean bodies and
sparkling teeth te overcome the physical problems common to all
of us. Newscasters, advertising products, and television heroes
and villains are meaningful to us because they evoke memories.
of similar persons and problems we have encountered in our work, -
our families, and our dreams.

Critics interested in the ways in which the persons and plots
on television are related to older, mythic structures have bor-
rowed heavily from anthropologists and literary scholars. In
many instances the same language is used. In this chapter we
will examine the m~thods of myth criticism and relate them to
radio and television programs.

Symbols: Personal, Social, and Archetypical

A symbol is a word, thing, or person that “stands for” some-
thing or someone else. Myih critics have been concerned with
three kinds of symbols: the personal, the social, and the arche-
typical.

Personal symbols are those which have intense meaning for
one person or a small group, but not for most other people. A lock
of hair from a loved one is a conventional—not to say trite—
personal symbol. QOther personal symbols are a horseshoe from
a favorite horse, a gift of small value but great meaning from a
friend, a key for a xoom or house in which something of private
significance happened, a word—perhaps a nickname—which evokes
reminders of a private meaning, or a person who reminds us of
someone who helped or threatened us at some time in the past.
Personal symbols are usually unique to the individual or small
group which responds to them. Since they are not widely undex-
stood, they are of little use in mass communication.

Personal symbols may be found among souvenirs kept for
private reasons. The souvenir industry is a large one, however,
and deals with symbols widely used in a conventional way. Called
social symbols, they include postcards of Niagara Falls, which
conveniently suggest a honeymoon; potiery from Mexico, which
symbolizes a simpler culture for American tourists; and the Hawai-
ian lei, which symbolizes acceptance for tourists.

Social symbols are not limited to souvenirs, however. The
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sceptre represents the authority and power of a king. Two
fingers raised in a “V” stood for victory in World War II when
used by Winston Churchill and solidarity when used by members
of the anti-war movement in the 1960s. A captain’s bars or a
priest’s collar represents membership and rank in a specialized
organization and evokes quite different but widely shared re-
sponges. A Cadillac or Mercedes Benz represents affluence, but
a motoreycle ridden by a black-leathered cyclist stands for some-.
thing quite different. Most of us respond similarly to these
symbols. Most important, even when we have a private reaction
—such as a Volkswagen owner who regards Cadillacs as “‘road
hogs”—we are aware of the social meaning of the symbol.

There are some symbols which have remarkable endurance.
We read with personal understanding Matthew Arnold’s refer-
ences to the sea in “Dover Beach.” We climb mcuntains to prove
our strength and skill and assign the Abominable Snowman to the
higher reacr:s of the earth, alongside Zens. Clouds bave repre-
sented freedom from the affairs of humans for generations of
people. Old men bave been associated with wisdom, snakes with
the dark side of events, and birds with peace for a very long
time, These symbols, which appear in many cultur.s over ex-
tended periods of time, are termed archetypical symbols. They
are simple and basic. Often, they provide the basis for social
symbols. For example, people have been swept down river by
logs, by barges, by canoes, and by kayaks-—underlying all of these
social symbols is the archetypical symbol of the river.

Radio and television, which attempt to be instantly in-
telligible to millions, deal primarily with social symbols. If we
glance at the advertising in a back issue of a magazine or at an
old movie on television, we can see how quickly social symbols
change. Dances which initially cause parents to become con-
cerned about their children guickly become acceptable. Flappers,
in old photographs, no longer appear sexy. Giant dams, wbich
once symbolized our technological prowess, have come to be
regarded ag symbols of waste and indifference to our environment.
Social symbols change as the society which uses them changes.

One reason for rapid change in social symbols in our seociety
is mass communication. Radio and television, which help make
us aware of vew social symbols, also help us become tired of older
social symbols. Underlying most social symbols, no matter how
new, will be found the achetypical symbols which endure.
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One of the easiest ways to identify the use of social and
archetypical symbols in broadcasting is to study commercials.
The short time available for the message forces the producers of
commercials to use the most obvious and cwrrent social symbols:
boats, bicycles, and swimming pools as symbols for affluent fun;
stereotypes in dress as a shorthand for social class; ritualized
male and female activities—whether liberated or traditional—
to suggest the ways in which the product is used. In commercials,
people are peaceful-beside the sea, free on skis, sexy in “natural”
settings, relaxed about campfires in the summer and fireplazes
in the winter, paternal in showing children how to fish. Com-
mercials are shorthand devices for relating the potent emotions
associated with parenthood, love, sex, greed, status, and social
acceptance to the sponsor’s products. They are the Greek vases
or Navajo sand paintings of oy time—they give meaning to the
ephemeral by relating it to the timeless.

Ritual and Mystique

Symbols are static. Although they may be used in a nar-
rative, a device used in most programs, they do not contain an
implicit story. In radio and television stories and commercials,
something usually happens—a detective finds the criminal, an
interviewer challenges a guest, a contestant win or fails to win
a prize.

The “something that happens” in a broadcast program is
usually not novel or unexpected. Would you enjoy a quiz program
if most of the. contestants lost most of the time? Or an adventure
series in which the heroes were defeated most of the time? This
need for predictability results in a sameness of plot and format
that satisfies the casual viewer and may prove frustrating to the
critic. We may be able to further our understanding if we ignore
the minor differences betwezn programs and concentrate on those
things which occur in each episode. This repetitive content is
often ritualistic in nature.

A ritual may be thought of as an act, or series of acts, which
brings about a satisfactory resolution of the problem with which
the program deals. Each day, for instance, a broadcaster on a news
program gives narrative shape to the day’s events and introduces
reports from outside the studio. And detectives often bring their
criminals to the police, or into the courtroom, giving ritual closure
to the pursuit of justice.

Rituals are varied from program to program but are con-
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gistent within programs. Mike Wallace ritualistically challenges
his interview guests, pressing them to reveal aspects of person-
alities otherwise hidden. Dick Cavett, differently but equally
ritualistically, establishes a sympathetic rapport that encourages
guests to relax and share confidences with the interviewer and
the audience. Columbo ritualistically commits social blunders
while his untutored but observant mind is struggling through the
false leads provided by sophisticated criminals.

Commercials are similarly concerned with rituals—for ex-
ample, getting the washing machine repaired brings sound advice
on soaps, and the rush of breakfast repeatedly emphasizes the
need for convenient foods. The list can be easily extended.

Most programs are concerned with an underlying similarity
from one program %o the next which can be called ritual. Al-
thougb the news may vary from day to day, and the problem in
a situation comedy from week to week, the basic ritual must
remain unchanged. The newscaster must bid viewers goodnight,
the family must come together, and the criminal must be caught
if the expectations of viewers are to be met.

In most programs there is a group of persons, a device, or an
event which re-occurs in each program and which serves to bring
about the resolution of the problem. Batman and Robin emerge
when two otherwise unremarkable young men go to the Bat
Cave. Clark Kent develops astonishing power when he changes
clothes in a telephone booth. This is also true of commercials—
cavities are prevented when a Darticular toothpaste is used as
part of a regular program of dental care, a deodorant can cause
an unlikely increase in poise and self-confidence. In each of these
cases, the device or event brings about changes not to be ex-
plained by simple logic. The belief in this potential change is
often called the “mystigue.”

‘ A few of the most obvious instances of mystigue were men-
tioned above. Others may be less obvious, Preparing for surgery
may cause physicians to put aside their personal concerns and
achieve remarkable healing. When Owen Marshall has a con-
fidential discussion with a client, reality is clarified. In “Kung
Fu,” a moment spent remembering the words of a wise teacher
gives direction and meaning to apparently aimless adventures.
In public affairs programs, such as “Meet the Press,” there

is within the ritual questioning of public officials an occasional
moment in which a reporter scores with a particularly revealing
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question. The mystique associated with the disinterested news
reporter in pursutt of truth gives form and dramatic interest to
otherwise shapeless interviews. Rituals and events which pos-
sess a mystique are not unique to broadcasting. They relate to
age-old stories. Among those which have their roots in the past
are the following: tests of bravery (sports and public affairs
programs, adventure documentaries, and fictional programs con-
cerned with adventure); the exercise of parental guidance and
love (family programs, daytime serials); the demonstration of
wisdom or professional competance (medical and lawyer pro-
grams); punishment of the guilty (detective and police shows);
atonement for sins (daytime serials); surrender to fortune (game
shows); redemption of those who have lost faith (medical and
legal programs); the demonstration of wisdom (news programs);
and purification (television health product and grooming com-
mercials).

Many programs are ritualistic in form and depend upon the
mystique of a person, device, or event for their resolutions. We
have not yet discussed the sources of the stories used in programs,
Myths

We began discussing symbols and moved to rituals and their
associated mystiques. Although these elements are present in
programs, they are not sufficient {0 explain the attraction pro-
grams have for audiences. We watch programs, at least in part,
to enjoy the narratives they contain. Often the source of these
narratives can be found in the commonly shared myths of our
culture,

What is a myth? Let’s begin with this definition by Rollo
May:

Now the myth is a story in which the symbols are brought to-
gether and are portrayed in the experiences of a living person.
A myth embodies the symbol [and the ritual] in historical ex-
perience and forms it into a drama which carries the values of
our society. We find our myths all about us in the unconscious
assumptions Of our culture; we mould the myths and we use
them as the images in which we can recognize ourselves, our

friends, and our fellows; we use themn as guidelines to our ways
of life?

2 Rollo May, Existential Psychotherapy (Toronto CBC Ieammg
Systems. 1967}, p. 22.
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The term myth is sometimes used as a synonym for “false”
or “fictional,” but such usages miss the point of myth-making.
A myth is not testahle by evidence.? It is simply a phantasmagoric
story—Carl Jung called it a dream sequence—shared hy a group
of people. Myths are large, primitive stories which can be end-
lessly retold with slight variations of plot or character. Although
the social symbols used in telling a myth may change, the under-
lying story endures.

Critics interested in identifying the mythic content of
broadcasting will quickly find that in commenting on their
findings they are drawn into making a theoretical commitment.
They may, with Carl Jung, assign psychoanalytic meanings to
their findings, or they may foliow Ernst Cassirer and relate myths
to political life. They may follow the lead of Claude Levi-Strausse
and attempt to find the common structures of popular programs,
or they may relate contemporary myths to the historical myths—
primarily Greek—which have influenced our literature and drama.
For our purposes, an awareness of the mythic content of broad-
casting provides a hasis for criticism.

Northrop Frye has identified four pbases of the “one story”
in which he bas argued all stories are embedded:

The dawn, spring, and birth phase, in which generation,
revival, and resurrection are celebrated.

The summer, marriage, and triumph phase, in which the
hero enters paradise. Comedy is often based upon this
portion of the story.

The autumn and dcath phase, which concerns dying gods,
violence, and sacrifice. Tragedy is based upon this phase
of the one story.

The winter and dissolution phase, in which floods, chaos, and
defeat occur.t

Many radio and television programs can be related to this kind

of analysis. For example, fant:ly programs, such as “The Waltons,”
“QOzzie and Harriet,” and “Bsnford and Son,” are illustrations of

3. See Kenneth L. Woodward, Susan Malsch, and Diane Camper,
“Bite the Bullet, Lone Ranger,"” Newsweek 86 (Apnl 7, 1975): 90-91, for
an illustration of an attempt to apply historical evidence as a test of myth.

4. Northrop Frve. The Archetypes of L terature, Myth and Symbol
{Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1966)
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the summer phase; detective programs often illustrate the autumn
phase of the story; and advertising, even when it is directed at
the elderly or others who may be in the autumn or winter phase
of their personal stories, usually involves a summer phase story
of triumph made possible by using the product being advertised.
Those who wish to relate contemporary myths to older
myths will find that the correspondences offer insights into pop-
ular programs. Following are a few comparisons that may lead
to critical viewing:

The Myth of Armageddon (the name given in the Apocalypse
to the place where the last great battle between nations
before Judgment Day was fought): concerns about floods,
tornadoes, and other disasters on newscasts; programs
concerning overpopulation, food shortages, the arms race;
stories concerning pollution, inadvertent poisoning caused
by technological progress (atomic waste disposal or pos-
sible damage to the ozone caused by jets at high altitudes
or aerosol cans).

The Myth of Paradise (distinct from Utopia; originally the
pleasure places of the Persian kings; applied to heaven by
Christian writers; Dante’s Divine Comedy concerns a
journey through ten spheres of paradise): advertising con-
cerning family events, particularly at holidays such as
Christmas; stories placed in suburbs in which community
support for the family is present or in urban apartments
in which friends provide help; advertising and stories con-
cerning the advantages of wilderness and outdoor activities.

The Myth of Sisyphus (avaricious legendary King of Corinth;
father of Ulysses; made to roll a stone to the top of a hill
and to retrieve it when it rolls down; his labor is incessant):
stories in which the hero carries on his or her role with
little reward; daytime serial heroines who hold families
together despite domestic entropy; news stories of migrant
farm workers and others who endure without adequate
compensation.

The Myth of Prometheus (stole fire from heaven and gave
it to men, for which he was punished by Zeus by being
chained to Mt. Caucasus where an eagle devoured his
liver each night after it was replenished each day; often
used as a synonym for inspiration): stories concerning
alienated heroes; urban and western gangs; outlaws.
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The Myth of Dionysus {Greek name for Bacchus, the god of
fertility, wine, and drama): variety shows featuring rock
groups; news stories emphasizing group disorders; adver-
tising in which the product is used in the context of a
festival or party or euphoric event such as downhill skiing
or motorcycling.

The Myth of Sibling Rivalry (the use of a sibling as a bench-
mark for achievement, ag a rival, or as a source of anguish,
as Cain and Abel}: sports contests; political contests on
news or dramatic programs; banter between newscasters;
neighbors trying a new product.

The preceding list exhausts neither the classical myths nor
the possible instances of their appearances in radio and television
programs. It does suggest that, underlying the superficial variety
of heroes, there is a unifying mythic structure that extends back
through history.

Not all myths, of course, have classical antecedents. Some
myths of more recent invention imclude:

The Myth of Progress: new products with a “better idea”;
new governmental programs; political reform; scientific
progress.

The Myth of the State: stories of patriotism and struggles
for national identity.

The Myth of Youth: innocenfs as a source of integrity for
jaded adults; the influence of children; stories about the
group sohdarlty of young people.

This, also, is an incomplete list, but it may prove helpful in
pointing toward the kinds of mythlc content which are available
for analysis.

The Usefulness of Myth Criticism

'The study and practice of myth criticism is useful for learn-
ing something of the continuity of our culture and its relation
to ages past. The primary benefit, however, is a better under-
standing of what one scholar has termed “our symbolic environ-
ment.” Broadcasting supplies us with the symbols of affluence
and poverty, masculinity and femininity, and family and society
which we use in our everyday life. If we remain unaware of the
symbols and myths provided so abundantly by the media, we
are, to some exient, using social coins of unknown value.
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Programs are unyielding to analysis only if we insigt on deal-
ing with them atomically, one by one. If we look for the under-
lying rhythms that tie them to one another and to the stories of
past cultures, both literate and illiterate, we may find that they
lead us into the rich tapestry of the Western tradition. If we
can see through the idiosyncrasies of each program to its under-
lying structure, we may find that it takes on new meaning, or
rather, the meaning it has for us becomes clear.

The seeming atomic existence of individual programs may
serve as a metaphor for our own lives. We live more in the “now”
and have a greater gense of being different from our ancestors
than any previous generation. A consciousness of the ways in
which the newest of heroes on the rewest of media connect with
past generations may help us to develop an awareness of the
longer and larger rhythms of our own existences. Criticism con-
cerned with myth helps us to understand not only television but
our own lives as well.
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Suggested Readings

Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Translated by Annette Lavers. New
York: Mill and Wang, 1973. The leading French mythologiste
provides a theoretical statement and illustrations from his pop-
ular writing. Of major importance, but suffers from poor trans-
lation and illustrations drawn exclusively from the French ex-
perience.

Busgh, Douglas. Mythology and the Romiantic Tradition in English
Poelry. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1937. Over-
whelming but useful for alerfing critics to-parallels with con-
temporary culture.

Campbell, Joseph. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. New York:
Pantheon Books, 1949,

Campbell, Joseph. The Masks of God: Primilive Mythology. New
York: Viking Press, 1959. First of a four-party study of myth.
This velume is perhaps the most useful, containing a discussion
of "The Psychology of Myth” and “The Functioning of Myth.”

Campbell, Joseph. The Masks of God: Crealive Mythology. New
Yozk: Viking Press, 1968. Leads the reader to summary ques-
tions and future possibilities.

Campbell, Joseph, ed. Myths, Dreams and Religions. New York:
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millan Company, 1958. The nineteenth-century pioneer’s ma-
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ton University Press, 1957. An influential non-psychiatric theo-
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Harmon, James. The Great Radic Herces. Garden City, New York:
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Hughes, Richard E. The Lively Image: Four Myths in Literature.
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Winthrop Publishers, 1975. His in-
troduction, “Approaching Myth,” is very useful. Although con-
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Murray, Henry A., ed. Myth and Mythmaking. New York: George
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Olson, Paul A., ed. The Uses of Myth. Report of the Dartmouth Sem-
inar Study Group on Myth. Urbana, Illinois: National Council
of Teachers of English, 1968. The position paper by Albert L.
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Passman, Amold. The Deejays. New York: The Macmillan Com-
pany, 1971. A literate survey of deejays with an awareness of
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Sebeok, Thomas, ed. JMyth: A Symposium. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1972. A collection of overviews, less technical
than Maranda, less readable than Murray. Does not deal with
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Public Policy and the Criticism of Broadcasting

We began by noting that many critics grow weary of criticiz-
ing programs that are surprisingly gimilar in format, style, and
content. One response to the sameness on the part of some critics
has been to direct thenr critical poses toward two related ques-
tions: How did the system get this way? and What can be done
about it? The search for answers to these questions leads them
to examine the structure and functions of broadcasting. Although
they may have numerous concerns, the ideas with which these
critics are concerned are often grouped under the term “public
policy.”

Critics concerned with public policy need a broad knowledge
of the regulatory agencies concerned with communication and a
knowledge of the structure of the broadcasting industry and its
related organizations—rdting services, syndication houses, and
news services. In short, they need a detailed knowledge of the in-
dustry so they can make judgments that are based upor sound
understanding.

Broadcasting operates in a political, social, and economic en-
vironment. Critics must be able to relate these forces to the ac-
tivities of the broadcasting industry. They must be able to
realistically estimate the likelihood of social and political accep-
tance of policy changes, as well as the economic impact of policy.

In short, critics concerned with public policy operate as
sociopolitical critics who emphasize broadcasting rather than ag
specialists in broadcasting.

It is obviously impossible t0 exhaust the concerns of such
critics. In this section, we have chosen to deal with a number of
issues which influence public policy in broadcasting, and we will
attempt to define public policy in terms useful to critics. Through-
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out, the issues selected are representative and contemporary. They
will date quickly, but the issues whict, they illustrate are likely
to be with us for a longer period of tirne.

The Historical Moment

If we assume that public policy is merely the result of the
competing interests of organized groups, it would be an inaccurate
simplification. Public policy is influenced by the historical factors
operating at the moment a policy determination is made. In
the 1930s, Charlie McCarthy and his puppet master Edgar Bergen
caused a stir by having a conversation with Mae West on network
radio in which sexual suggestions were, very indirectly, made.
Today, much more explicit sexual references are regularly tolerated.
Subjects which were once considered taboo, such as drugs, abor-
tion, and homosexuality, now are part of the arsenal of subjects
with which a broadcaster may deal. The changes, in these in-
stances, did not occur first in public policy. Rather, public policy
followed after changes in society.

Instances of the influence of the historical moment are easy
to find. The civil rights activities of the 1960s were reflected in
the Federal Commmmications Commission (FCC) decision to re-
quire broadcasters to submit a report indicating the sex, race, and
status of empléyees as an index of whether broadcasters are prac-
ticing fair employment. In a related field of social change, women
began appearing as news reporters and in other roles formerly
regerved for men at precisely the time when the women’s move-
ment was gaining national recognition and the Equal Rights
Amendment was being debated.

Public policy in broadcasting is not merely an indication of
the social mood or the political or economic chimate. It is much
too complex to respond to social change in the way that a barom-
eter responds to air pressure. There is, however, a consistent drift
in policies in the direction of the prevailing climate. The historical
moment, though not decisive, is an important factor in the deter-
mination of public policy.

Public policy is influenced by a number of philosophic as-
sumptions made by broadcasters, government regulators, and
members of the general public. Many of these assumptions exist
in the form of slogans, and it is to these shorthand designators
that we direct our attention.
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The Public Interest

When the Radio Act of 1927 was passed at the last moment
before congressional adjournment, tbere was dissent within the
house about the meaning of the phrase that radio should be reg-
ulated “in the public interest, conveniencé and necessity.” Con-
venience and necessity have caused little difficulty, but the public
interest has been a problem. The {erm, used earlier in legislation
dealing with transportation, was sufficiently vague to encourage
those in the Congress who favored governmental regulation of
programming, while providing similar encouragement for those
who felt that the new mediuvm needed First Amendment protection
as much as an orator or newspaper publisher. Thus, the public
iterest began in congressional debate and has continued to be
d-bated by an ever-increasing number of persons for nearly fifty
years.!

Several prominent ideas related to the public interest in
broadcasting have developed. One point of view is that the public
interest is what the public is interested in listening to or viewing.
From this point of view, the audience ratings provide the best
index. Those programs which attract the largest audiences are,
by definition, holding the interest of the largest number or—to
twist the meaning of the phrase slightly——serving the public inter-
est. Broadcasters, for obvious reasons of self-interest, are prone
to use this definition.

Others confend that the pressure to build large audiences
results from advertising pressures, which distort programs by forc-
ing producers to avoid controversial issues, experimental program
forms, and the interests of minorities. They argue that some pro-
grams should be carried as “public service” or “sustaining” (that
is, nonsponsored) programs. If programs were removed from the
pressure to build large audiences, it is argued, they would improve
gualitatively. This assumption was best argued in the “Memo-
randum on the Public Service Responsibility of Broadcast Li-
censes,” popularly known as “The Blue Book,” issued by the
FCC in 19486.

1. For a sense of how the term is being used currently. there is no
better source than the journal, The Public Interest, edited by Irving Kristol.
For its specific application to broadcasting, Broadcasting Magazine, a trade
weekly, provides ready access to current thinking by broadcasters and their
crities.
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, This idea is currently being arguned by those who favor the
de-commercialization of children’s programs. Unfortunately, the
economics of broadeasting are such that unsponsored programs
frequently are produced ai minimum expense, resulting in poor
quality. Professor William Melody has developed a unique pro-
posal for replacing the advertising income for broadcasters with
corporate foundation grants in the hope that the absence of ad-
vertiser pressure would provide freedom from viclence in the pro-
grams, and that the presence of adequate funds would assure
program quality. His book, Children’s Television: The Economics
of Exploitation, is a thorough development of this propesal.

A third argument is that the public interest is best served
by offering “balanced” program schedules. “The Blue Book” con-
tained recommendations that broadcasters carty a broad range of
program types, including drama, local-live programs, talk shows,
and news. The FCC allowed the number of radio stations to more
than double in the decade following publication of “The Blue
Book,” and the audience was consequently fragmented among
many stations. In addition, the development of television in the
early 1650s further reduced the available audience. As a result,
radio stations were forced to specialize in specific formats: middle-
of-the-road popular music (M.O.R.), country and western music,
all news format, rock music, and classical music. The FCC even
allowed one Los Angeles station to experiment with a want-ad
format. Ciearly, for radio at least, balance was not an economically
viable concept.

Television stations, however, now have the public role form-
erly occupied by the major-market, network-affiliated radio sta-
tions in the 1940s. The FCC has made it clear that VHF stations,
particularly, are expected to carry news programs, public affairs
programs, roligious programs, and programs which meet local
community needs. The term “balance” is not heard very often
these days, nor ig it likely to be with cable systems 1naking audi-
ence fragmentation likely in the future, but the concept remains
interesting. Should each station carry a balance of various pro-
gram types? If not, should each market achieve a balance by
having stations specialize in a variety of audiences?

Ansther prominent idea is that the public interest is best
served by, or at least is concerned with, programs which are re-
spongsive to community needs. Historically, the FCC has had a
vigorous interest in promoting local-live programming. It has at-
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tempted to require broadcasters to carry such programs and has
looked with favor upon reports that broadcasters produced pro-
grams in consultation or cooperation with church groups, univer-
sities, or other non-profit organizations. In all programs, the
broadcaster was the person who determined what problems would
be considered sand who would appear to deal with them.

In the 1960s, at a time of citizen activism on many issues,

including civil rights for racial minorities and women, the Vietnam
War, and consumer activism, the FCC proposed and later adopted
a rule requiring licensees to conduct a survey -of their communities,
including interviews of both community leaders and the general
citizenry. Broadcasters were then asked, when applying for a li-
cense renewal, to relate the results of their community survey to
their programming. The aim was to make programs directly re-
sponsive to the felt needs of citizens. It was, and is, an attractive
strategy. It allows the FCC to require programs which meet com-
munity needs without entering the forbidden territory of program
regulation, and it provides a clear test of broadcaster responsive-
ness to the needs of the community. Although program decisions
remain the prerogative of the broadcaster, the community survey
forces broadcasters to think about social context and, at renewal
time, to justify their decisions in terms of the needs of the
cominunity.
' Unfortunately, radio and television are two of the most im-
portant ways of communicating a sense of community problems
toe the public. As a result, many surveys indicate that people
consider their major problems to be those items which have al-
ready been reported as problems. Thus, surveys seem to be a
device for reaffirming the decisions made by news directors. How-
ever, those who defend the surveys point out that they force
broadcasters to get to know their communities and that they make
community considerations more salient when program decisions
are made. Further, many stations have developed programs which
seek out listener opirion on community needs. Thus, the com-
munity survey may benefit the community in many informal ways,
even if the results of the survey contain little of surprise.

Cable television operators are now required to make provision
for public access and local educational programs. This suggests
that the concept of localism will be with us for some time to come.

Another prominent argument related to the public interest in
broadcasting—that some limitation on ownership of radio and tele-
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vision is in the public interest—has been put forth consistently
by the FCC. If the aim of regulatory policy is to achieve as nearly
a democratic distribution of facilities as possible, the FCC argues,
a one-station-per-owner policy would encourage the widest pos-
sible distribution of ownership. Such a policy would presumably
encourage the dissemination of a variety of viewpoints. It would
encourage ownership by members of minority groups with the con-
sequent possibility of minority-oriented programming. It would
prevent domination of the broadcasting industry by large corpo-
rations with the possibility of news manipulation and program
control which such domination implies. Clearly, in the most dem-
ocratic of states, no one would own more than one station. In
the United States one owner may hold licenses for seven television
stations, five of which may be VHF, plus seven AM stations and
seven FM stations.

Unfortunately, the FCC, for a variety of reasons, has allowed
concentration of ownership to occur. In the 1930s, newspapers
were aggressive in applying for broadcast licenses. Many of them
had the financial strength to offer a strong program service and
the facilities to offer local news. Further, many publishers were
politically influential. In numerous cases, the FCC decided that
~ the newspaper owner was the best available applicant. The con-
gsequence was that newspapers eventually owned more than 600
radio facilities.

The early days of telewsmn presented the FCC with a similar
problem. Television stations were expensive to build and were
expected - to show a financial loss for an unknown period. The FCC,
eager to establish a strong national television service, freq iently
favored an applicant with a radio station because it was assured
that the radio station would help support the television operation
and that the owner’s business acumen would provide the manage-
ment needed to build the television service. In making determina-
tions about who should receive a license, the FCC frequently finds
itselt having to make an award to the least qualified rather
than the most qualified person or group. Thus, FCC decisions
should be evaluated on the basis of competing applicants as well
as the qualities of the group selected for the license.

One of the most significant concentration-of-control cases in
recent years concerned the proposed purchase of the American
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) television network and its owned
and operated stations by International Telephone and Telegraph
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(ITT). ABC maintained that it needed the financial strength of
a major corporation to compete successfully with the National
Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) and Columbia Broadcasting Sys-
tem (CBS) networks. The FCC approved the merger in June
1967, but Department of Justice objections kept the issue before
the courts. Eventually, on January 1, 1968, ITT withdrew from
the hearing. The issue of concentration of control, in this instance,
was pursued by the Department of Justice rather than the FCC.

The concentration-of-control issue was one of several con-
cerned in the Boston WHDH case in which the Boston Herald-
Traveler eventually lost its license in the longest administrative
proceeding on record. In this bizarre case, the loss of the televi-
sion station caused the newspaper to be sold to a competitor.
Thus, an attempt to decrease concentration resulted in the loss
of one community service.

We have not, of course, exhausted the list of assumptions be-
hind regulatory attitudes toward the concept of the public inter-
est, but the issues we have mentioned are fundamental. Clearly,
there is room for heated conflict between those who argue for and
against community surveys linked to programming. There is room
also for differences of opinion between those who support the con-
cept’ of one-license-to-a-customer and those who look for the best
qualified, most experienced licensee. In short, the public interest
should be considered a point of contact between competing inter-
ests rather than a static concept.

Social Responsibility

One of the terms which often enters discussions of public
policy and broadcasting is “social responsibility.” The term stems
from the feudal notion that the enjoyment of wealth carries with
it public responsibilities. Some nineteenth.century barons, notably
Carnegie, paid homage to the concept, while Ford and Rockefeller
discovered the delights of philanthropy somewhat later. In our
time the term has been applied to corporations rather than indi-
viduals, and considerable confusion has resuited.

The term has proven useful for citizen groups that wish to
make a demand upon 2 broadcaster. Since a “responsibility” as
general as this has no precise limits, it is possible that a demand
of any sort (news of specific interest groups, less advertising, carry-
ing a special show, etc.) might fall within it. The term is also use-
ful for broadcasters who may wish to place decisions or activities
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in a most favorable light. To the extent that they can identify
their activities with the concept, they can argue against regulatory
activities by the FCC.

The term came into public discussion during the ferment
which followed World War 11. A* the University of Chicago, the
Commission on the Freedom of the Press argued that nonregu-
latory reinforcement of the concept of social responsibility would
invigorate the American press. Broadcasting has, since its incep-
tion, been less free and more susceptible to advertising, public,
and governmental pressures than the press; but many hoped that
the spirit of the commission would encourage open discussion on
radio and, eventually, television.

For broadcasters, social responsibility has a particularly po-
tent ring, because they occupy a scarce resource. With only twelve
VHF channels, augmented by numerous but little-used UHF chan-
nels, the television broadcaster on a VHF channel has a prize with
the value of, perhaps, a crown patent three centuries ago. With
privilege, some say, should go responsibility.

The concept of social responsibility is best understood in terms
of competing concepts. Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm? argue
tbat the social responsibility theory is a development of the liber-
tarian theory championed by John Stuart Mill in the nineteenth
century. Mill argued that a marketplace of ideas existed in which
ideas, like products, competed for consumer attention. The best
would survive the competition, he argued, and the shortcomings
of the others would be revealed. Even as Mill argued for the mar-
ketplace, newspapers in urban centers were developing a concen-
tration of control of ideas and information that made it clear that
the marketplace could be distorted if one of the ideas was backed
by a monopoly newspaper.

In broadcasting the marketplace was never open. Although
all citizens could theoretically print their opinions and distribute
them as broadsides at very low cost, they could not operate a radio
or television station without government approval. Frustrating
attempts at nongovernmental reform led numerous groups to seek
regulatory solutions to what they felt were failures to keep the
marketplace open. Other groups, supporting social responsibility

2. See Fred Siebert, et al., Four Theories of the Press: The Authori-
tarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, and Soviet Communist Concepts of
What the Press Can Be and Do (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1963).
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theory, argued that, although government control was one way of
rectifying marketplace failures (Siebert describes authoritsrian
and communist models), the marketplace could be opened without
resorting to such control. Instead, control would be exercised by
managers who would respond to “professional ethics” and public
opinion.

Because of their favored position in the marketplace of ideas,
broadcasters have a vital responmbﬂlty for insuring that “every-
one who has something to say” is heard. The idea comes alive,
however, only when applied to a specific situation: Was a broad-
caster fair in reporting issues in your community? Did opposing
views have an opportunity to be heard? If not, how can you, as
a viewer or listener, enlarge the marketplace?

Regulation

The nineteenth century was a time of failure in the market-
place, both economically and intellectually. Railroad owners and
oil distributors worked together to control the market and to pre-
vent effective competition; intellectually, newspapers and a few
pubhshmg houses enjoyed an influence on the marketplace of ideas
that is hard for us to imagine.

In an attempt to correct the economic marketplace, Congress
passed the Sherman Antitrust Act and, to make it effective,
created the Interstate Commerce Commission. The concern with
failures of the free market led to the creation of other regulatory
agencies, including, in 1929, the Federal Radio Commission. This
commission was succeeded in 1934 by the new Federal Communica-
tions Commission, which was given control of land-line cormnmuni-
cation as well as radio. The FCC was given authority to issue
three-year (now five-year) licenses, to set techmical standards,
and, most important, to make judgments about who should get
Hcenses.

The FCC has gradually expanded its powers by litigation but
has never entered the field of program regulation, except indirectly.
It has, for instance, described program types it found desirable,
and it has been concemed with ownership patterns, lotteries, ob-
scenity, hiring practices, and network affiliate relations. It has not,
however, entered two fields: rate-setting and the prior restraint
of programs,

Issues before the FCC change from time to time, but a number
have been continuing concerns: concentration of control; network
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domination of evening programming; the political uses of broad-
casting; fairness in treatment of controversial issues; advertising
excesses; concern for children’s programming; amounts of program
time devoted to news, religion, and local programs; gnd citizen
agsess to the media.

In criticizing the judgments of the FCC or theorizing about
policies, it may be well to consider the unwieldy nature of Amer-
ican broadcasting and the complexity of making policy determina-
tions. Five casts will be cited: the Fairness Doctrine, the Prime-
Time Access Rule, self-regulation as demonstrated by family
viewing time, public broadcasting, and the activities of citizen
gioups.

The Foirness Doctrine and Personal Attack Rules. In 1949
the FCC issued a Report on Editorializing by Broadcast Licensees
which ruled that broadcasters could editorialize as long as they
presented other points of view. Ten vears later the FCC enacted
the “equal opportunities” rule which required broadcasters to pre-
sent programming on controversial issues and provide fair cover-
age, including right of reply. The licensee retained the authority
to determine which issues should be included in programming, as
well as the right to select representative speakers for opposing
views, There is an interesting possibility under this rule, however,
that a broadcaster may inadvertently touch on an issue and fall
within the Fairness Doctrine obligation requirement to provide

right of reply.

: Such an issue was inadvertently triggered by cigarette adver-
tising, which was ruled by the courts, against FCC objections, to
be “controversial.” The result was the series of anti-smoking an-
nouncements which appeared on television. This case was later
cited by consumer groups and environmentalists who argued that
oil and power companies were buying time for commercials that
raised controversial issues.

The critic considering this issue needs to make a difficult de-
cision between the weli-being of the marketplace of ideas and the
extent to which broadcasters sre exploited by those secking to
promote their views. The impetus to open access to the media has
come primarily from the Department of Justice rather than from
the FCC. Critics may wish to consider whether the problem, so far,
has been exploitation or temerity.

Perhaps the most famous Fairness Doctrine case is the Red
Lion, Pennsylvania, case, in which WGCB challenged the right of
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writer Fred Cook to have time to reply to criticism of him broad-
cast on the station. In a crucial decision for those who favor the
Fairnezs Doctrine, the Supreme Court upheld the FCC’s decision
that Cook was entitled to time for reply.

The case established the legal solidity of the Doctrine and
served as an example of how the free marketplace of ideas could
be preserved. Or did it? In the New York Times, March 30, 1975,
Fred Friendly argued that Cook asked for air time at the behest
of the Democratic National Commitiee, which was concerned
about right-wing political broadcasts. Was the marketplace of
ideas maintained against the rights of the incumbent licensee, or
was it subtly rigged so that access became a political weapon? The
critic has a difficult decision to make.

The Prime-Time Access Rule. One of the most interesting
experiments in regulation to occur in recent years has been the
FCC’s attempt to limit network domination of prime-time evening
hours. In March 1965 the FCC introduced a “50-50 plan” which
precluded the networks from owning or controlling more than 50
percent of the programs scheduled during prime-time viewing
hours. It was hoped that this would encourage independent (non-
network) producers to enter into the production of prime-time
programs. After extensive hearings, in which the networks and
economists opposed the plan, the FCC abandoned its proposal in
favor of a “prime-time access rule” proposed by the Westinghouse
Broadcasting Company.

The plan, announced in 1970, (1) prohibited stations in the
top 50 markets containing at least three stations from taking more
than three hours of network programming, other than news, be-
tween 7 and 11 p.m.; (2) prohibited networks from owning or
controlling more than 50 percent of their prime-time entertain-
ment programming; and (3) prohibited networks from engaging
in domestic syndication (off-network sale) of their programs or
acquiring subsidiary rights in the independently produced pro-
grams that they air.

The plan won approval from the ABC network because it
eased their financial burdens by requiring one hour less of pro-
gramming per night. The other networks objected. Westinghouse,
which hoped to produce some programs for the non-network prime-
time hours, supported the plan vigorously. Independent producers
and others were mixed in their reactions to the plan.

The plan went into effect in the autumn of 1971. In Je-wuary
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1974 the FCC revised the rule, returning Sunday evenings to tbhe
networks and one-half hour on weekdays. The revised plan went
into effect in September 1974,

The result of the rule is difficult to evaluate. Independent
producers did enter the field of prime-time programming, but most
of tbe programs accepted by broadcasters were game shows. Quiz
shows were particularly popular because of their low production
cost. An analysis of the programs appearing in your community
in the early evening, post-news time will indicate whether the rule
has had beneficial effects.

Self-regulation. If the marketplace is biased by a shortage of
channels and the dominance of a few broadcasters, and if regula-
tory efforts lead to Byzantine complexities, where can a critic look
for alternatives? One solution which broadcasters find attractive
is the notion of self-regulation.

Self-regulation is a notion derived from the systems for the
maintenance of standards devised by the medical and legal pro-
fessions. In both, unlike broadcasting, admission to the profession
is controlled by the members of the profession. Prac* *ioners can
be expelled by a group of peers without recourse to the couris.
Both medicine and law are practiced on a small scale, by an indi-
vidual or small group. Individuals can be easily confrolled by
tbese professional associations, which can not only use economic
sanctions (appointments to hospitals, referrals, etc.) but also
withdraw accreditation, eliminating a member from the profession.

Can an association of corporations, in broadcasting, electron-
ics, or construction, be comparably “self-regulating”’? There have
been numerous attempts. In 1923 the American Society of News-
paper Editors adopted the “Canons of Journalism,” which con-
cerned the public’s right to know, rather tban standards of journal-
istic integrity. The National Association of Broadcasters created
their “Code of Ethics” in 1929 in response to the Federal Radio
Comniission’s interest in program content.

Revised periodically, the code for television is enforced by a
broadcast-board whose sole authority is to remove the code seal
from member stations. There are no economic sanctions, and the
code authority cannot drum a broadcaster out of the buginess.
The present code is available from the National Assoeciation of
Broadcasters on inquiry and provides an interesting basis for crit-
icism of the industry.

Althougb the code is concemed only with program content,
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some broadcasters have attempted to provide leadership by advo-
cating other reforms. For instance, CBS President Walter R.
Taylor recently proposed that 7-9 p.m. be designated “family
viewing time” on the networks and that programs in which ex-
plicit sexuality, violence, or other potentially objectionable mate-
rial occurs be limited to the later evening hours. His proposai oh-
viated attempts by the FCC to deal with the issue of violence.

Did fellow broadcasters applaud his atiempt to forestall reg-
ulation and meet a public issue by voluntary regulation? For the
most part, no. Some said that, if the FCC had proposed it, they
could have fought it in the cofirts. Others argued that it would
put television at a competitive disadvantage with films which have
no scmples about viclence. Others suggested he was attempting
to win his “statesman’s stnpes” at their expense by cooperating
with the FCC.

In short, self-regulatmn usually results from external pres-
sure, has limited enforcement provisions, complies with economic
realities, and is useful primarily for opposing external regulation.
Clearly, such corporate self-regulation is different from and less
effective than that exercised by the law and medical professions
whose codes served as models.

Critics may have a difficult time supporting self-regulation,
but they may nevertheless find it attractive if other regulatory
schemes seem even less effective.

Public broadcasting. One of the most interesting probiems
for the critic interested in public policy is public broadcasting,
An outgrowth of a small number of radio stations supported, for
the most part, by educational institutions and by means other
than the sales of commercials, public radio stations had no formal
Place in American broadcasting until 20 FM channels were re-
served for noncommercial use in 1945 and 242 television channels
were reserved by the Sixth Report and Order in 1952.

Even when channels were reserved, the growth of public
broadcasting was slow because of the lack of funds, In 1967 the
report of the Camnegie Commission (which suggested the term
“public broadcasting” rather than “educational”) served as a
model for federal legislation which created the Corporation for
Public Broadcasting. The corporation funnels federal funds to
individual stations but does not participate in the production of
programs. Program decisions are made by member stations of the
Public Broadcasting Service through a byzantine voting procedure.
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If the organization of the service is fluid, its problems gre re-
markably consistent. The first, by any reckoning, is the problem
of paying for the system. Federal financing has been resisted by
Congress because of a fear that federal control of programming
may accompany the funds. Taxcs on the sale of sets, earmarked
for public broadcasting, have been considered a potential non-
political source, but manufacturers have resisted anything which
might raise the cost of their products. States and municipalities
find it hard to justify large-scale support of stations. ‘The prob-
lem is nagging and crucial, but no workable solution is in sight.

Other problems for the critic interested in public broadcasting
can be quickly summarized:

1. Should program production be centralized to achieve higher
quality and production efliciencics? Or should local stations con-
tinue to play a role, encouraging the growth of strong regional
' stations and the programming which stems from their unique
resources?

2. Should public stations strive to achieve quality programs at the
expense of large audiences? Or should a larger audience be culti-
vated to provide a base of public support for the system? Or should
the needs of special interest groups be met at the expense of both
excellence and audience size?

3. Should there be a ‘“live” public network comparable to the three
commercial networks, or should scheduling options be left to indi-
vidual stations with only special events carried on a network basis?

4. Should public television cultivate its own production facilities
and staffs (responsible for such programs as “French Chef”) or
purchase programs from independent producers such as Children’s
Television Workshop (“Sesame Street”) or Top Value Television,
a group of seven pioducers who produced an award-winning docu-
mentary study of Guru Maharaji and an interview with fugitive
Abbie Hoffman? The specific examples should not obscure the
central question: Should public broadcasting become a major
production unit, like the BBC, or a program brokerage?

5. Should public broadcasting be concerned with news and public
affatrs broadcasting? Opponents have argued that public broad-
casting, free from pressures of the audience and dependent on gov-
ernment funding, may become a propaganda medium. Exponents
argue that a concern with ratings and acceptability prevents com-
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mercial broadcasters from use of hard-hitting investigative jour-
nalism and frank discussions of public issues. Only public broad-
casting, they argue, can right the imbalance and conservatism of
the commercial broadcasters.

6. Is a new organizational structure needed to make public broad-
casting more efficient and more effective? If s0, how would it be
organized?

None of the questions listed above is susceptible of a two-
value, yes-or-no solution. All require compromise and the balanc-
ing of conflicting interests. The critic ¢an contribute by making
public and comprehensible a debate that is often concealed from
the public’s scrutiny.

Citizen-action groups. Broadcasting has had citizen groups to
contend with since the early 1930s. It was not until the 1960s,
however, that such groups had legal standing before the FCC.

The WLBT case, Jackson, Mississippi, is a landmark in the
evolution of citizen intervention in broadcasting. In 1966 the
United Church of Christ, together with two leadetrs of the Jackson
black community, filed a petition to deny the renewal of the sta-
tion’s license. When the FCC denied them “standing” to partic-
ipate in the hearings as parties, they went to the District of
Columbia U.S. Court of Appeals and were granted standing.

Since that time numerous groups have formed to participate
in hearings and to provide counsel to local citizens. Some, includ-
ing the two best known, the Citizens Communication Center and
the National Citizens Committee for Broadcasting (NCCB), are
located in Washington. Others, such as the National Association
for Better Broadcasting (California) and the American Council
for Better Broadcasts, Inc. (Wisconsin), have regiona! identities.
Still others, such as Action for Children’s Television {ACT) and
the National Latino Media Coalition, are concerned with the in-
* terests of specialized groups. The addresses of these and other
organizations will be found in the Aspen Handbook, which is
listed at the end of this chapter.

It is difficult to estimate the effectiveness of these groups.
Working as pressure groups, they frequently ask for more change
than eventually occurs. In many areas of broadcasting, however,
change has occurred at a faster pace than in past years. There
is less violence in children’s programs, there are more minority
group members and women on the screen, and minority groups
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have more responsible jobs than in the past. In short, it is likely
that, witbout citizen-action groups, broadcasting would not be as
responsive to social change.

A variety of guides for those who wish to influence public
policy-—or simply reform a local broadcaster—are available. Some
are listed at the end of this chapter.

Public Policy 1s . . .,

Public policy is the accretion of decisions on specific issues
over a period of time. It is influenced by the historical moment,
by regulation—both governmental and industry—by citizen
groups, by technological change (the decision to establish UHF
and FM channels was made by the FCC, but it depended upon
technological development), and by political factors stemming
from the White House (FCC commissioners are nominated by the
president, confirmed by the Senate) and Congress (Congress both
berates the industry and provides protection whenever it is threat-
ened). The complexity of the preceding sentence may serve as
a model for the process of determining public policy.

The FCC hag been criticized for its lack of long-range plan-
ning, and it was hoped that the <3-otion of an Office of Telecom-
munications Planning in the execuui. %ranch would provide ra-
tional policy guidance in tbe field of communications. To date,
however, policy has continued to be the sum of influence distorted
by historical accidents. Perhaps this is consistent with the Amer-
ican distrust of centralized planning.

The idea that competition among differing interests will gerve
the public interest bas recently heen challenged. John Gardner,
whose Commeon Cause organization has achieved considerable no-
toriety, has commented that such conflict has not solved social
problems in the past. Others have expressed the conviction that
“the person who claims to serve the community interest is a power
grabber.” Perhaps a difference exists between those who work to
define the public interest and those who actively seek to exercise
power in what they conceive to be the public interest. Although
special interests may benefit temporarily from exploiting the term,
no society is likely to function, as Irving Kristol has said, “with-
out some notion of what the public interest is.”

Critics who wish to deal with these issues are committing
themselves to an extensive background research project. None of
the issues is simple, many of them inter-connect, and there is no
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sense of direction to guide those concerned with them. Perhaps
in this field the person who considers the issues from the point
of view of the audience—without special interesi group limita-
tions—may have a contribution to make to our understanding of
broadcasting.
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Suggested Readings

Philosophic Assumptions

Chafiee, Zachariah, Jr. Government and Mass Communications. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1947. Two volumes. A
broader consideration of the philosoplﬁc assumnptions about mass
commiinication.

Laski, Harold J. The Rise of European Liberalism. London: G. Allen’
and Unwin Ltd., 1936. The classic analysis of the rise of the
ideas which favor non-governmental liberal pressure on the press.

Head, Sydney W. Broadcasting in America. Boston: Houghton Mifllin
Company, 1975. The best single-volume overview of American
Broadcasting. Contains background on the issues mentioned here,
cable television, public broadcasting, and social effects. = »

Schubert, Glendon. The Public Interest. New York: The Free Press,
1960 A summary of the background and factors which led to the
formulation’ of the concept of a public interest.

Social Responsibility

Commission on Freedom of the Press. A Free and Responsible Press,
Chicago: University of Chizago Press, 1947. An attempt to re-
form the press without recourse {0 economic or regulatory pun-
ishiment.

Rivers, William L., and Wilbur Schramm. Responsibility in Mass

Communication. Rev. ed. New York: Harper and Row, 1969. A
thorough overview of the issues.

Siebert, Fred S, Theodore Peterson, and Wilbur Schramm. Four
Theories of the Press. Urbaria: University of Illinois Press, 1963.
An excellent basic diseussion of the origins of our notions of a
marketplace of ideas and the usefulness of social responsibility
as a policy.

Smith, Robert R. “Social Responsibility: A Term We Can Do With-'
out.”” In Corporate Sociel Policy, edited by Robert L. Heilbroner
and Paul London. Reading, Massachusetts: Addison Wesley,
1975. An argument that the term i8 applied so indiscriminately
that it has lost its usefulness.

Regulation
Carnegie Commission on Educational Televigion. Publie Telemswn.

Public Policy and Criticism 47

55




A Program for Action. New York: 1867. The document pro-
vided a model for the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967.

Clark, David, and Farl R. Huichinson. Mass Media and the Law:
Freedom and Restraint. New York: Wiley-Interscience, 1970.
A useful summary that is wider in scope than those concerned
solely with broadcasting.

Emery, Walter. Broadcasting and Government. East Lansing: Mich-
igan State Um:versity Press, 1971. A useful survey of the material
which places it in its historical context.

Geller, Henry. A Modest Proposal to Reform the F.C.C. Santa Mon-
ica, California: Rand Corporation, 1947. Modest but workable
suggestions from the former General Counsel of the Commission.

Gillmor, Donald M., and Jerome A. Barron. Mass Communication
Law. 8t. Paul, Minnesota: West Publishing Company, 1969. A
valuable handbook with periodic supplements.

Kaln, Frank 3. Documents of American Broadcasting. New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1974. The starting point for discus-
sions of policy. Includes excerpts from laws, rules and regula-
tions, decisions, and court decisions.

Kohlmeier, Louis M., Jr. The Regulators. New York: Harper and
Row, 1969. A readable overview by a veteran journalist. Only
one chapter is devoted specifically to broadcasting.

Levin, Harvey J. Broadcast Regulation and Joint Ownership of Media.
New York: New York University Press, 1960. A thorough state-
ment of the difficulties underlying the concentration-of-control
issue.

Melody, William. Children’s Television: The Economics of Exploita-
tion. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1973. An
attempt to free children’s programs from advertiser pressure by
finding alternative financing.

Noll, Roger G., Merton J. Peck, and John J. McGowan. Economic
Aspects of Television Regulation. Washington, D.C.: The Brook-
ings Institution, 1974. They argue that the FCC has served the
interests of broadcasters by protecting them from competition.
A gerious and well-supported indictinent of the current regula-
tory system.

“Note: The First Amendment and Regulation of Television News.” 72
Columbia Law Review 746, 1972. Peints to the Qifficulties the
FCC now faces in regulating formats without regulating programs.

Robinsoa, Glen. “The F.C.C. and the First Amendment: 40 Years of
Radio and Television Regulation.” 52 Minnesota Law Review 67,
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1967. A unified overview by an attorney now serving ag an FCC
Commisgioner.

Siepmann, Charles. Radio’s Second Chance. Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1946. Appearing at the game time as the FCC’s
“Blue Book,” this volume argued that FM made possible many
of the Zoals. A much neglected general statement of a possible
public policy.

Self-Regulation

Hellfrich, Stockton. “The Radio and Television Codes and the Public
Interest.” Journal of Broadcasting (Summer 1970) : 267-274. A
man who has administered the code argues that it serves the
public.

National Association of Broadcasters. “The Television Code of the
National Association of Broadcasters.” Washington, D.C. Re-
vised Periodically. See also the Code of the Radio and Television
11:14%% ;)irectors Association (listed in Aspen Handbook on the

ia).

Citizen-Action Groups

Bennet, Robert W. 4 Lawyer’s Source Book: Representing the Audi-
ence in Broadcast Proceedings. New York: Office of Communica-
tions, United Church of Christ, 1974. A how-bo book for attorneys
representing citizen groups written in generally accessible terms.

Johnsen, Nicholas. How to Talk Back to Your Television Set. Boston:
Little, Brown and Company, 1970. Also Bauatam paperback,
1970. Former FCC commissioner gives advice to citizens.

Kaye, Evelyn. The Family Guide to Children's Television. New York:
Pantheon Books, 1974. Much ugeful information for citizen
groups, not limited in application to children’s programs.

Rivers, William L., and William T. Slater, eds. Aspen Handbook on
the Media.  1975-76 Edition. Palo Alto, California: Aspen Insti-
tute Program on Communications and Soclety, 1975. The single
most useful source for a student concerned with pubtic policy and
broadcasting. The index of organizations lists all those mentioned
in ihis text.
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The Criteria for Evaluating Broadcasting

There are no widely agreed upon coordinating principles in
broadcasting criticism. Some critics transfer criteria from jour-
nalism when evaluating news programs, or from theatre when
evaluating television drama. Others apply standards taken from
politics. Since the criteria vary, we will not recommend specific
criteria which we feel are appropriate for criticizing broadcasting.
Rather, we have assembled an outline of criteria which others
have found useful and which may be applied to programs. The
categories are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive; rather,
they are a series of starting points for broadcast criticism.

1. Genre. 1t may be useful to assign a program to its genre and
apply the standards which have proven appropriate for deal-
ing with other programs of the same kind.

a. News.

Does the reporter compensate for his or her biases?
18 the report as complete as possible?

Are important details overlooked?

Is the reporting balanced or one-sided?

Do the visuals enhance or interfere with a comprehension
of the event?

Are the events selected for inclusion significant?
b. Detective-adventure.

Does the program have a unique quality?

Is it styllstlca]ly congistent?

Does the viewer find it easy to suspend dlsbehef while
watching or lstening?

Does the denovement re' e to the body of the program?
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Does the program vary from episcde to episode, or is it

repetitious?
¢. Situation comedy. -

How is this program different from other programs of this
type?

Does it reflect problems of interest to the audience?

Are the solutions to problems plausible?

Does it derive from other, similar programs?

d. Sports.

Is the reporting fair or does the reporter support one team
or contender?

Are the possibilities of the medium—instant replay, special
effects, etc.—exploited?

Are the camera shots, language, or analysis original or
repetitious?

Does the broadcast help the viewer understand why events
oceur in the sport, or does it merely report what happens?

Is the game changed in any way to simplify television cover-
age {for instance, by inserting times-out for commercials
or by introducing sudden-death endings so that the dura-
tion of a game can be predicted)?

e. Variety programs,

Do the component parts of the show fit together «ohasively?

Is the program distinctive from other shows of the type?

Does the pacing of the program hold the viewer’s interest?

Does the program take advantage of the potential of the
medium Used, or is it a theatre presentation simply being
broadeast?

Does the program have variety or sameness?

f. Documentaries.

Is the research for the program original or derived from
some secondary source, acknowledged or mmacknowledged?

Does the program have shape in that the component parts
lead to the conclusion?

Does the program appear to be produced as a documentary
or assembled from bits and pieces left over from news
and other programs?

Do the producars make their biases ¢lear or do they n:nply
that they are disinterested?
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Are the producers biased?

Could the program have been done as well in some other
medium, for instance, a newspaper or magazine?

Do the producers lean heavily on interviews?

g. Game shows.

Is the show in some way unique?

Are the prizes of real value or—as in “What’s My Line”’—
are they party prizes of little value?

Are the contestants presented sympathetically or exploited?

Do the audience responses seem appropnate or do they
appear to be “hyped”?

What motivates the contestants?

Is the program concerned with fun, compeiition, or greed?

h. Interviews.

Is the interviewer prepared with bac>ground material and
questions which provoke interesting answers?

Does the person being interviewed have an opportunity to
present his or her point of view?

Does the interviewer probe for clarification of answers?

Are the questions about important matters?

Is too much time spent on trivia?

Could other questions, or questions asked differently, have
elicited more interesting responses?

Obviously, each genre—western, instructional, etc.—suggests
criteria which are appropriate to programs of that type. Each
individual program will suggest additional questions appropriate
to it, For the critic, the important act is the ore of categorizing,
of assigning each program to its genre and evaluating it in terms
appropriate to it.

2. Innovation. In nearly all genre, innovation is a quality re-
spected by both critics and viewers. Innovation may be a matter
of uging a person of the opposite sex in a familiar role, as in
“Police Woman,” a hero with an unusual handicap, as in “Iron-
gides,” or a host who is quieter and more thoughtful than others
in similar roles, as is Dick Cavett. Wherever innovation occuys,
it i3 the job of the critic to evaluate its contribution to the
program.

3. Use of the Medium. A rewarding question for the critic is,
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Does a specific program make the most of the possibilities inhererit
in the medium? Comedian Ernie Kovacs was widely acclaimed
for being one of the few performers to use the visual asprct of
television for comic effects. The producers of network .television
football and baseball coverage have exploited the visual pos-
gibilities of the medium, as an aftermnoon spent watching either
of these sports on television will reveal. Radio has its own unique
possibilities. Disc jockeys have explored the possibility of creatmg
a close personal bond with listeners. Radio equipment can
moved to nearly any location quickly and cheaply; helicopier
traffic reports and on-the-spot news coverage exploit - radio’s
portability. And, of course, -radic is extremely portable fo
listeners, who can carry it with them on boats, in cars, and on
beaches. .

4. Public Needs, Broadcasting has a responsibility to meet the
needs of the public it serves for entertainment, information, and
enlightenment. Public needs are not easily determined. Occa-
sionally, public officials or editors speak out about needs and
priorities. Sometimes, pressure groups will make their preferences
known. Most of the time, however, the critic must make the
complicated determination about the relation of broadcasts to
public goals and the needs of the various audiences served by
broadcasting. The critic may ask:

Is a program consistent with FCC rules. and regulations?

Does a program further or otherwise relate to the public
goals of the counfry on such matters as racial integration,
energy conservation, or participation in political decisions?

Are groups in the community with specific needs represented
in the broadcasts available in their area? -

Do programs address the problems faced by local commu-
nities and the nation? e

5. Effects. Many critics judge programs by their presumed
effects. If a program contains violence, it may be presumed by
some to encourage violent behavior. If it demonstrates effective
community action to solve a problem, it may encourage similar
behavior in the communities where the program is listened to or
viewed. Most critics concerned with effects, as we will see in the
second section of this book, are concerned with whether a specific
program ijs likely to have pro-social effects (learning constructive
behaviors) or whether the program might possibly contribute to
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the continuation of social problems. Critics concerned with eflects
may ask:

Does a program contain gubstantial violence?

Does a program demonstrate conflict or cooperation?

Does a program encourage trust or suspicion?

Are the characters in a program useful as role models?

Are the solutions to problems demonstrated in programs
potentially useful in everyday life?

6. Taste. Most informal television and radio criticisio is based
on tasie. Viewers “like” or “don’t like” programs according to
their own opinions. The Romans perhaps said all that can be
said: De gustibus non disputandem est,

Yat, it may be useful for a critic o convert expressions of
taste into other terms. For instance, protests about excess
numbers of commercials may be related to specific quantities of
time, If the eritic can determine how many minutes per hour
creates the feeling of “‘excess,”” it becomes possible to discuss
with some objectivity what otherwise remains 2 subjective judg-
ment.

Taste is a particularly important matter in discussing tele-
vision, because those who like it least—upper income and ed- -
ucated families—are also likely to be least represented in the
audience, Taste needs to be related to social class and to viewing
habits if it is to be of use in evaluating television.

It might be argued that the aim of criticism is to develop
taste on the part of hoth critic and audience by consciously
addressing the many factors involved in making a qualitative
judgment. Perhaps there is no arguing with taste, but the devel-
opment of it may be the ultimate aim of criticism.
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The issues with which critics are concemed are too large in number to
be enumerated here. Some, of only temporary interest, have been
omitted. Others, such as the role of hosts or record distributors in
broadcasting. have been omitted because they are not of primary im-
portance. In this section one issue of perennial interest, broadcast
journalism. is discussed. It is followed by a recent and complex issue,
the planning and evaluation of cable and pay-cable television services,
and, finally, by the most hotly debated issue of the moment, the matter
of the social effects of broadcasting.




Broadcast Journalism

News hroadcasts on radio hegan in controversy. Newspapers,
fearing competition from the pew medium, attempted to hamper
the development of radio news. They opposed the use of wire
services hy radio; they threatened prosecution for plagiarism if
radio newscasters “borrowed” from newspapers; and, to com-
plicate maiters, many newspapers constructed or purchased
radio stations to protect themselves. The criticism of radio news
was, in some ways, a simple matier. Since it consisted of words
read aloud, the material read could be compared with the news
printed in newspapers. Because newspapers usually contained
more words, radio news was often thought to be inferior.

Radio provided two additions to the news gathering methods
of the newspaper. The first, the commentator, was born of the
need t0 program news at a tiin2 when the networks did not have
adequate independent news services. The commentators—Ray-
mond Swing, Gahriel Heatter., Lowell Thomas, H. V. Kaltenborn,
Fulton Lawis, Jr, and many others—provided radio with a
unique service: an analysis of the day’s events dramatized hy the
personality of the commentator. Even if radio news services were
" inferior to the wire services und the leading newspapers, com-
mentary was an innovation that could not be matched hy print
journalists.

The second contribution made hy radio was “on-the-spot”
reporting from the field. The Spanigsh Civil War, the Hindenberg
disaster, sports events, and political conventions were brought
“live” into the homes of millions. Although we are now aware
of the many editorial decisions that were made in each hroadcast,
radio at the time seemed to many to take audiences into the field
and give them a first-hand experience of world events. Perhaps
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the most famous and most readily available on recordings were
the broadcasts from London by Edward R. Murrow, wl:uch began,
“This is London .

Radio broadcasters were not universally admired. The easy
familiarity with the rich and famous affected by some broadcasters
and their attractive voices led critics to suspect that there was less
to their reports than met the ear. John P. Marquand, in So
Little Time, wrote about Walter Newcombe, a radio journalist
who specialized in pompous, empty analyses and name-dropping.
The novel is an interesting depiction of the intellizent skepticism
with which the new journalists were greeted. That skepticism
is gtill with us—we occasionally read about dark suspicions that
television newscasters are selected for their healthy hair or
gparkling teeth. All these suspicions anticipate the difficulties
introduced by televisien into broadcast journalism.

With the introduction of television, pictures began to play
a more important role in news reporting than they had ever held
in print journalism. Films from remote locations, edited to
emphasize the dramatic highlights, gave viewers mere informatien
than words ever did, but there was no method for evaluating the
impact or meaning of the pictures. The importance of picturca
has been vastly underrated by most critics, including many news-
casters themselves. In late 1974 one broadcaster of a network
news program argued that “television cannot provide all the news
a person needs to be informed. A half-hour newscast contains
less words than the front page of the New York Times.” He
neglected to add that it also contains pictures that convey
emotions and a variety of data that never find their way onto
the front page of a newspaper—or the inside pages, for that
matter.

Television news is often treated by critics as if it were
words accompanied by pictures of little importance. There is no
reliable information available about how film or video tape reports
influence viewers’ understanding of events, and this unknown
factor in television news is a source of frustration to critics.
Some critics, assuming that pictures have great impact, have
argued that the peace movement of the 1960s was stimulated by
reactions to the televised coverage of war in a primitive land
and that the black revolution was stimulated by the portrayal
of affluence on television-——a way of life that did not fit with the
private experience of many blacks. Television, as they see it, is
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a revolutionary force that is not in the control of any group.
Other critics have argued that television news is superficial, glib,
oriented toward show-business values, and the victim of concern
about audience ratings. It should be, they argue, more like a
newspaper. In short, the evaluation of television news is a lively
field for the critic because radically different evaluations are
widely accepted.

The lssues

A number of the current issues with which critics are con-
cerned are discussed below.

The lack of investigative reporting. Television reporters are -
often considered, by print journalists, to be the people who
arrive at a press conference at the last minute, film the public
announcement, and leave immediately for another prepackaged
public announcement. Television newscasters are, according to
this stereotype, not the people who are likely to do background
preparation for a report. They substitute interviews for the less
spectacular work to be accomplished by digging in public records,
searching in archives, or sifting through the records of many other
interviews,

There are reasons for this lack of investigative reporting,
First, the results of background research are frequently more
suitable for print than visual presentation. In addition, television
film crews are expensive and are usually sent out on assignment
only when there is & good possibility of producing a story that
can be used on the air. The resuit is that background investiga-
tion is frequently neglected.

There are other pressures which operate to the disadvantage
of the investigative rcporter. Television news producers are often
concerned with the sizes of their audiences. There is great fear
that a thorough background treatment on any subject except the
most current and controversial might result in a loss of audience,
The consequence, once again, is a disinclination to conduct investi.
gations which do not relate to immediate “headline” stories.

Finally, television news lacks the tradition and enjoyment of
the investigative “scoop” that newspaper journalists enjoy. The
Washington Post and New York Times enjoyed considerable notor-
fety for their roles in the publication of the Pentagon Papers pro-
vided by Daniel Ellsberg and for their work on the Watergate in-
vestigation. Robert Woodward, Carl Bemnstein, and the other
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reporters who dug out the Watergate story were said to be working
‘“in the best traditions of investigative journalism.” There is no
such tradition in broadcasting, however, and the reward for such
activity may be a complaint to the ¥CC.

This last point may he worth further consideration. Rad:o
and television stations, licensed by the federal government in
“the public interest, convenience and necesssity,” are vulnerable
to pressure groups. If an investigative report caused a complaint
to be filed with the FCC, the management of the station might
find its license in jeopardy. A prudent manager naturally wishes
to avoid that rigsk and consequently may be unwilling to take any
risks, including those involved in investigative reporting.

The audience may alsc play a role in the lack of investigative
reporting. Although we praise newspapers for taking chances
and exposing offenses against the public, we often talk of tele-
vision and radio as destructive forces to be contained. We
sometimes suspect that they cause violence, lend themselves to
demagoguery, and are superficial. If the Watergate story had been
pursued by an NBC or CBS newsperson, would we honor the
network? Or would we decry the abuse of the power the net-
works enjoy and accuse them of violating a public trust?

The preference for the visual. One of the unproven but widely
accepted assumptions about television news producers is that,
given a choice, most of them select trivial stories accompanied by
interesting visual material in preference to “important” but non-
visual stories. This can result in two problems: the omission of
significant events and the distortion of those that are reporied.

The ways in which omission occurs can be easily checked.
For example, the stories reported on - television can be compared
with those reported in a newspaper. It is hest done for a given
community using local television news and 2’ local newspaper.
There may be gross omissions, or, as some Boston students dis-
covered last year, felevision may have covered the major stories
but omitted side-bar stories, the secondary items that fill out
viewers’ understanding of events. In any case, the omission
question can be dealt with quantitatively.

The problem of distortion is subtler and more difficult to
explore. Television news emphasizes the dramatic moment in
events. For example, Senator Edward Muskie wept when, in the
midst of a tense campaign, he leamed that a New Hampshire
newspaper publisher had criticized his wife. It was a minor event,
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unrelated to the issues at stake in the campaign, but it was widely
reported because of its human interest. Did this clarify the
campaign issues for the voter, or was it an example of television
selecting the dramatic at the expense of the important?

Another example occurred during the 1968 Democratic Na-
tional Convention in Chicago, when television cameras reported
the conflict between demonstrators and the Chicago police, which
resulted in a “police riot.” Critics suggested that the television
newscasters should have stayed with the issues inside the hall
rather than featuring the demonstrators. As events developed,
the riot was the major issue of the day—of the year—and the
“issues” in the hall were of lesser importance. Would events
have been different, however, if the networks had not reported
the demonstrations in detail?

Yet another example involves President John F. Kennedy,
who was often reported during his télevised news conferences as
exchanging witty banter with reporters. Evening news roundups
occasionally neglected more substantial portions of the confer-
ences in favor of these lighter moments. President Richard M.
Nixon was angered because the moments from hig press con-
ferences in which he had heated exchanges with CBS reporter
Dan Rather were often selected for repetition in evening broad-
casts. Were television producers serving their audiences well or
badly in making these news judgments in favor of the visual, the
interesting, and the human as opposed to the abstract, the subtle,
and perhaps the more enduring issues?

There is no categorical answer that can describe the visual
tendency of television news. One cannot say, with any accuracy,
that television consistently prefers visual trivia to other news,
Yet, there is a decision to be made on each news item. The
extent to which it is visually interesting is one factor that is
considered. It is the job of the critic, not to make bold and
superficial generalizations, but to ask of individual news stories,
Was it worth reporting? Wag it apparently used more for its
visual than for its news value? Wags the moment excerpted from
an interview of significance or merely of interest? Was the viewer
persuaded that she or he has been exposed to the most mean-
ingful events, and parts of events, or merely those that were
easy to report, easy to visualize, and easy to watch?

The shortage of time. There are times at many newspapers
when there is more space available than there is news to fill it—
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on a Thursday, for instance, when retail advertising is heavy and
the “news hole” is enlarged, or on a preholiday Sunday, when
added advertising creates a need for more news. This is the time
when background reports, essays, and features find their way
into our living rooms—a luxury almost unknown in televigion.

Television operates within severe, almost crippling, time re-
straints. The half-hour news program may have from twenty-one
to twenty-three minutes of news, including weather and sports,
Only the most unusual events are accorded more than three min-
utes of air time, or 350 words of news copy. If a minor event
is given thirty seconds, the news reporter can devote fewer than
100 words to the event. Half an hour is simply not enough
time for a thorough report on the events of the day.

This press of time means that only the most salient features
of an event can be reporied. It means that a shorthand must be
used in which public figures are encouraged to summarize their
views on difficult policies in a few seconds. Actors on the pub-
lic stage are assigned to “teams.” Teams are given “positions”
to defend. Conflict is reported as existing between individuals
rather than between philosophic or political viewpoints. The
spokesperson is treated as if he or she were the position. Public
affairs comes to resemble sports. No problem is too vast or
too subtle to be summarized between commercial announcements.
The world consists of short bursts of unrelated information.

Difficult as it may be, time is somewhat less of a problem now
than it was twelve vears ago, when fifteen-minute local news re-
ports were common. In many markets, beginning in the autumn
of 1975, the evening news block was extended to ninety minutes.
In addition, the networks have used such programs as “Sixty
Minutes” to dig in greater depth into specific stories, and the
level of journalistic judgment demonstrated vn such programs
is frequently admirable.

The need for verification. More than one network reporter
has sent a “scoop” back to headquarters only to find that the
news producers held the story until it was “verified” by a wire
gervice. At times, this prudence has saved potential embarrass-
ment. Prudence, however, is different from timidity, and some
critics have suspected that it is courage that is missing from
television news.

Again, there is little to be gained from general discussions
of larger issues, such as Watergate and the networks. The issue
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is already available for examination in local communities. Most
controversial stories, such as those concerning malfeasance in
public office or corporations that are in difficulty, wiil usually be
carried first by the local newspaper.

All of the characteristics of television news mentioned above
work against the reporter with a controversial story. Time is
not available, funds are usually not available to support inves-
tigative reporting, stories which have not been pre-reported in an-
other medium are usually not visual, and the “easy” judgment
for a producer is against using such stories. Thus, television and
radio news producers work in an environment in which prudence
is rewarded and journalistic enterprise is risky and undersup-
ported. One of the contributions critics can make to broadcast
journalism is to call attention to the extent to which radio and
television break stories or wait for verification before following
other media.

Television favors pre-reported news. When television news
producers decide to cover an event, they commit several people
and hundreds of dollars—perhaps thousands—to that story. Since
they have limited resources, their decision to cover one event
necessarily means that other stories will not be covered. 1t is
important that the crew bring a story back from an assignment.
1t is helpful if they can pick up two or more stories while they
are out, so those events that are tightly scheduled and conven-
ient to reach are favored. This means that stories that are
planned—or pre-reported--and that are of knewn news value
are most likely o be covered.

Although larger stations keep one camera crew and reporter
free for late-breaking stories, such as accidents, news programs
are built around such pre-arranged events as press conferences by
public officials, scheduled protest demonstrations by well-known
groups, sports events, sirikes that are planned, conferences by
public and educational groups, interviews set up in advance, and
recurring events, such as lighting of municipal Christmas trees,
Fourth of July parades, opening of amusement parks, first day
of school, and commencements. It is possible for a news pro-
ducer to plan the usage of the film crew well in advance when
events such as these are covered.

Spontaneous events are difficult to cover, because it is not
known how long they will occupy a camera crew, where they will
occur, or whether they will produce a story appropriate for use
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on the air. Although news is, by definition, concerned with spon-
taneous events, it is much simpler, more economical of time and
money, and more dependable to include pre-arranged events in
newscasfs.

Newsmakers, those who are the obJects of the public’s con-
cern, are -aware that they are most likely to be covered on the
air if they include radio and television news reporters in their
plans. As a consequence, much news is scheduled to occur at
times and places convenient for reporters and film crews. This is,
of course, true of newspaper journalism as well as broadcasting,
but the clumsiness of the arrangements have made it increasingly
common for newsmsakers to plan “news” with television coverage
in mind. At times, television ‘‘consultants’—often reporters—
prov1de advice on how news should occur if television coverage
is to be maximized.

Although all of the procedures descnbed above seem coms-
monplace, the result has been a drastic alteration in the rela-
tion of the news reporting mechanism to “reality.” Traditionally,
reporters and publishers have been thought to be ohservers of
events. We assume that they do not influence the events they
report. Television ig so dominant a medium, so expensive, that
this traditional observer role has been changed. Television cov-
erage frequently becomes the focus of the event, and the result
is a tail-wagging-the-dog phenomenon in which events are sub-
servient to the coverage they receive in the broadcast media.

In 1962 historian Daniel J. Boorstin published The Image
or What Happened to the American Dream, a “how-not-to-do-
it” book about “our arts of self-deception’” In it, Boorstin an-
grily argued that our public media are preoccupied with “pseudo-
events,” which (1) are “planned, planted or incited,” (2) are
planned for the purpose of being reporied, (3) have an ambiguous
“relation to the underlying reality,” and (4) are usually self-
fulfilling prophecies.

If one accepts Marshall McLuhan’s notion that the media
function in society somewhat analogously to the function of the
central nervous system in the body, all! of this seems rather
labored and unnecessary. The media seem to distort “reality”
only because those of us who are older were accustomed to an

1. Daniel J. Boorstin, The Imaoge or What Haoppened to the American
Dream (New York: Athenemm Publishers, 1962), p. lii.
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older version of reality. From this point of view, the transfor-
mation of news from sporadic coverage of chance events to the
systematic coverage of planned events is merely one predictable
characteristic of our post-industrial electronic society. Besides,
one may ask, who is to say that plamned evenis are less inter-
esting, less important or less wortby of coverage tban an un-
planned explosion or accident?

Boorstin argues that pseudo-events are acceptable only be-
cause they appear in the guise of spontanepus events. Omne sus-
pects that the audience would be less interested in news if the
newscaster began his or her report, “Here are some events which
we have connived to bring about today.” Spontaneous news is
diluted by pseudo-events, Boorstin argues, and viewers are mis-
led when they are encouraged to accept press conferences and
contrived demonstrations as news.

For tbe critic, the distinction between non-media reality and
pseudo-events deserves investigation. A news program consisting
of interviews, conferences, parades, and other pre-arranged events
is different from one in which such events are minimized. No
matter which side of the argument we find persuasive, we can
only increase our understanding of broadcasting if we ask the
question, “Would this have occurred at all, or occurred differ-
ently, if radio and television were not available to report it?”

Current Issues

Issues in broadcast news occur frequently, usually have a
short life, and are often reported as being basic to the well-
being of the republic. Perhaps we are unusually aware of them
because broadcast journalists respotid to them with unusual ‘in-
tensity. Following is a short list of recent and current issues
which is suggestive of the kinds of issues that may occur in the
future.

1. It has been charged that television and radio news, as the ac-
tivity of corporations witb vested interests in defense and other
economic activities, is influenced by what is thought to be the
corporate well-being. Anti-war activists were particularly enam-
ored of this argument. Harry Skornia, author of Television and
the News, is perhaps the most elogquent advocate of this point of
V1ewW.

2. It has been charged that network news is heavily biased by
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reporters, producers, and writers, all of whom share an Easiern
liberal view of public life. Edith Efron is the best-known advo- -
cate of this point of view, and her charges, which appeared in The
News Twisters, created something of a stir in the early 1970s, ap-
pearing shortly after similar charges by then Vice President Spiro
Agnew. Two other studies, based on her charges, arrived at contra-
dictory judgments.

3. There is concern about the spread of what has been dubbed
“tabloid” broadecast journalism in some markets. Characterized
by a fast pace, short items, extensive use of film, and an emphasis
on accidents and other unplanned events, tabloid news is seen
by some as the bad money that may drive the good money out
of the market.

4. Film continues to be considered desirable by audiences—as
judged by ratings—but of dubious journalistic value. The crit-
icism that felevision news emphasizes the visnal at the expense
of the substantial remains a point of concern.

5. New video tape equipment, which is simpler and more por-
table and which eliminates the processing delay inherent in the
use of film, is available and is beginning to be used in some
markets. It is expected that this technological change will in-
crease both the out-of-studio content in news programs and the
flexibility of broadcasters.

6. The time devoted to television pews in many markets is in-
creasing. As more time is devoted to news, an interesting prob-
lem to be considered by critics is how the additional time should
be used.

7. There is considerable concern that news, both in print and on
the air, can be “managed” by skillful public officials. Among the
techniques used are the timing of news releases for maximum
coverage, giving exclusive information to “friendly” reporters,
limiting access to the information upon which news reports are
based, arranging “leaks” so that unauthorized and. unattributed
stories will appear, background briefings in which public officials
press their point of view but do not permit the source to be
identified, the timing of news releasas containing unfavorable in-
formation so that minimum coverage will result, and the release
of misleading information by public officials.

There is, of course, nothing new in this catalogue of attempts
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to influence public opinion. The attempted cover-up of the White
House involvement in the Watergate burglary has focused public
attention on the prevalence of these techniques. For critics, the
- detection and exposure of news management is a constant chal-
lenge.

8. The development of “all-news” radio formats presents inter-
esting opportunities for broadcast journalists. Typically, a story
is “followed” with up-dates at regular intervals. There is some
likelihood that independent television stations may experiment
with an “all-news” television format in the neat future. Such
formats present the opportunity for the backgrounding, the depth,
and the analysis broadcast news has lacked in the past. The task
for critics is to determine whether this opportunity is being taken
of whether “all-news” is merely a repetition of the kind of news
which formerly existed in the shorter news program.

9. News consultants are being used by many stations in an ef-
fort to improve their audience ratings. Typically, consultants
use surveys, content analysis, and othei research technigues to
make a series of recommendations to management. Management:
consulting is, of course, a routine activity in many industries.
Critics are concerned, however, that news consultants base their
recommendations upon “show business” or audience values rather
than upon journalistic values. A useful discussion can be found
in Moments of Truth, edited by Marvin Barrett.

In this chaptex we have attempted to focus on the under-
lying issues in broadeast journalism and to direct the reader to
some of the current issues. It is unlikely that the issues identi-
fied here will be “current” for very long. The task for critics is
to identify the underlying issues which link the specific issues
which may occur from time to time.
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Cable Television

In the 19503 the number of television stations increased
dramatically. Audiences in some parts of the country, however,
suffered from terrain which made it difficult for them to receive
the signals. Not only were mountains often obstacles to signals,
but no single private individual was likely to have or expend the
resources to import a signal for his or her home from a mountain-
top location. If several families were willing to pay for the service,
however, it might be practicabie and even profitable. This solution
was applied in 2 number of states beginning in 1948 and regulted
in the growth of a number of small “community antenna” systems
in Pennsylvania, California, Vermont, Oregon, and Montana.

In the late fifties it was noted that cable television, as it
became called, had advantages for urban dwellers: the cable sys-
tem could import otherwise unavailable signals from distant cities;
it could provide channels for local programming; and it offered
the potential for pay-television channels. Some promoters talked
of adding burglar alarm services or access to centralized computers
for shopping or library research as an eventual part of the cable
gervice. Others talked about the possibility of having access,
through cable, to a central storage system: from which programs
could be selected and played at will. Cable television scemed to
be the medium for a rapid advance in communication services to
the public. '

From Entreprencur to Corporation

Most of the first generation, pre-1965 cable operators were
entrepreneurs in the classical tradition of American business. They
saw a market for a service and offered it a8 guickly and cheaply
as possible. Many of them sold their service door-to-door, bargain-
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ing with telephone and electric companies for space on poles,
getting rates according to what the market would bear, and man-
aging to stay in business. Cable systems seemed to operate at
the same level of management sophistication as, say, an inde-
pendent auto repair shop.

In the mid-1960s a number of corporations identified the po-
tential for growth and the protected market for cable systerns
and began to enter the field. Some broadcasters, such as CBS,
entered the field to protect the distribution of their signais but
were later forced out by federal regulations. Of the new corpora-
tions, the most aggressive and best known was Teleprompter. It
purchased local systems at a substantial profit to the founding
owner and applied for franchises when no system existed in a de-
girable market. New names began to appear in the communica-
tions industry; Viacom, Warner Cable, Cox Cable, Cypress Com-
munications, National Transvideo, and a host of others.

This period of growth was not without difficulties. Cable
systems were expensive to install, particularly with the higher
technical standards which became eftective in 1966. Broadcasters,
concerned about the survival of on-air broadcasting, lobbied suc-
cessfully for legislation which would protect the existing industry.
And money, in enormous quantities, was needed to finance the
new industry—one estimate in 1970 was that two billion dollars
would be needed by 1975 to finance expansion. With the 1971
increase in interest rates, cable corporations experienced severe dif-
ficulties in maintaining their level of growth. The result was a
shrinkage in stock values, a failure to provide many of the services
promised in the earlier days, and a postponement of the planned
growth of the industry. The cable television story is a remarkable .
one—from boom t0 recession in less than ten years!

If cable television is speculative and expensive to enter, one
may ask why it is gso attractive to business interests. The answer
is partly that it is a semi-monopoly—once cable operators have
a franchise, their investment is protected. Another answer is tbat
the potential profits are enormous. If an urban cable system
achieves a 50 percent penetration (one out of every two families
subscribe), profits are estimated to be in excess of 25 percent of
gross income. Estimates vary, of course, and each system is differ-
ent. However, the potential for a sizable profit is present. Fur-
ther, some investors are able to take advantage, for tax purposes,
of the initial losses reported by almost all systems.

Cable Television
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Cable is speculative, potentially profitable, and has made and
lost large sums of money for operators and investors. It is an
exciting new system for distributing communication signals. For
all these reasons, it attracts the entrepreneur, the communications
visionary, and the reformer. All find in it possibilities for achiev-
ing their particular goals.

Cable and Government

Open-circuit, whether AM, FM, or television, is regulated by
the FCC because of the limited number of channels. The argument
for regulation is based upon the assumption that a scarce public
resource—the spectrum—should be used “in the public interest,
convenience and necessity.” Cable distribution systems with many
channels may appear, superficially, to need less regulation, perhaps
even none at all. That has not been the case. There are several
reasons for regulating cable television, none of them simple.

First, although it is possible for a town or city to have more
than one cable system, it makes little sense to divide the market
and increase installation costs. It would be rather like having
two water companies in the same town. As a consequence, cable
television franchises issued by town or city governments are nor-
mally considered monopolies. Towns therefore bargain hard to
get the maximum advantage from their franchises, engaging legal
counsel, holding hearings, and otherwise proceeding in a regulatory
manter.

Second, a number of abuses in the 1960s—the brihing of local
officials, for instance—led to a concerm about cable television on
the part of some state governments. The result was a variety of
regulatory agencies or commissions at the state level, which, to
varying degrees, attempt to secure a uniformity of able servire
go;lm one town to another, regulate rates, and set technical stand-

s.

A third tier of regulation exists at the federal level. The FCC,
concerned about the siphoning of programs from on-air broadcasters
without compensation, issued a number of regulations concerning
technical standards, the number of signals which may be imported
by cable operators from outside their home markefs, and rules
concerning other similar matters.

From the viewpoint of the cable operators, the three-tier
system of regulation is restrictive, complicated, overlapping, and
at times inconsistent. From their standpeint, one level of regula-
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tion is sufficient. They argue that local communities can determine
their needs, that the FCC should allow the marketplace to decide
the future of on-air broadcasting, and that state regulation is un-
necessary. Although there is no clear viewpoint to which all cable
operators would agree, most seem to favor local regulation and dis-
like state regulation.

There are good economic reasons for the operators to favor
local regulation. Since most of them operate in several markets,
they have access to information and to economies which may not
come to the attention of inexpert local officials or citizen groups.
On the whole, state agencies have restrained cable systems from
neglectmg local communities, and federal regulation has operated
to insure that cable systems do not upset the existing system.
One does not have to look far to determine why cable operators
oppose three-tier regulation.

Formal federal involvement with the regulation of cable
television began in 1962, when the FCC asserted its interest in a
microwave system serving a cable company. In 1965 the FCC
- asserted authority over all systems served by microwave but did not
attempt to regulate those which did not depend upon microwave
service.! The First Report and Order, as it is known, argued that
on-air service, particularly by UHF stations, needed protection
from cable competition. Eleven months later the FCC issued the
Second Report and Order, reaffirming its ; -isdiction over all cable
systems, and established a policy for the importation of signals
from distant stations.?

In 1968 the FCC encouraged local cable operators to orig-
inate programs. In QOctober 1969 it ruled that systems with more
than 3,500 subscribers were responsible for originating local pro-
grams. In 1972 the FCC issued new regulations which added
urgency to the requirement for local origination gnd established
four classes of channels which could provide a variety of services:
retransmission of off-air signals, distribution of system-originated
programs, carrying of signals from receivers for pay television, and
subscriber-originated signals.

The local-origination rule was neither popular nor successful,
and in November 1974 the FCC scrapped it, conceding that the

1. 30 FCC, 683 (1965).
2. 2 FCC, 24725 (1966).
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original rule had resulted in large expenditures and little benefit.
It adopted, instead, a rule requiring cable firms with more than
3,500 subscribers to have equipment available for the production
and origination of programs by local groups. The ¥CC thus ruled
that access was the issue rather than the need for a continuing
local program service.

The most interesting of the FCC’s regulations have been
those associated with retransmission.? Pulled between a desire to
encourage cable and a stronger desire to maintain the existing
system, the FCC has limited the number of signals a cable system
may import (those more than 35 miles away or meeting a signal-
- strength test). The limitations are: (1) in the top fifiy television
markets, three networks may be carried if not provided locally and
three non-affiliated (independent) stations; (2) in the next fifty
markets, the cable system is limited to providing the three net.
work signals (if they are not available from local stations) and
two non-affiliated stations; and (3) smaller markets receive some-
what more protection from imported signals. In addition, the
FCC required that all local public television stations be carried,
as well as those having a Grade B (relatively strong) signal in
the area. Other public stations may be carried in the absence of
objections from lecal public stations.

One curious result of the FCC’s rules is that for major
markets, which are already well-served, the number of signals
imported will increase, whereas small markets will receive a smaller
number of imported signals. This decision was evidently made to
peovide financial protection for smaller market stations, which
often operate with slender profit margins.

In addition, the FCC requires that cable systems in the top
one hundred markets have a twenty-channel capability. Cable
operators have argued that it would be sufficient if systems pro-
vided all required services “plus one” channel which could be
activated when required.

At the moment many systems do not have a twenty-channel
capability and otherwise fall short of the FCC’s technical require-
ments. The FCC has set 1977 as the target date for total com-
pliance with the cable rules.

3. 36 FCC, 2d141 (1972).
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Pay Television

Although pay television systems have operated using on-the-
air signals on an experimental basis, most people concerned with
pay television think of cable as the most desirable distribution
system for their programs. In 1968 the ¥CC issued rules reguiating
the content of pay television (then called subscription television)
systems. In 1970 it applied the rules to pay cable systems and in
1972 included the rules in their Third Report and Order. At that

* time the rules restricted access to feature films between two and

ten vears old and sports events that had been broadcast in the
past two years, and they limited the percentage of total pay cable
offerings that could be devoted to movies and sports.

Despite these limitations, pay television continued to attract
the attention of entrepreneurs. There were a number of reasons
for this interest. First, pay television would have consumers pay
directly for the product, as they do when purchasing a beok or a
ticket to a play or concert. The result could be a more immediate
reward for producers of successful shows than is possible in the
on-air system in which successful shows are rewarded with future
contracts rather than immediate earnings.

A second reason for interest in cable is that viewers might
select only programs atiractive to them. The lower.level-of-
viewing-attention which presumably accounts for a substantial
part of the commercia! television audience would be missing. This
might result in an increase in quality.

Third, programs of minority interest (both ethnic and cul-
tural) might be provided, if the audience were willing to pay the
higher cost-per-viewer necessary to make it attractive to the cable
programmer.

In these ways, pay television offers possible solutions to some
of the nagging problems of the present system. However, it does
involve some trade-offs: the impulse viewing which provides such
a large prime-time audience might be decreased; the program
gsources which have been developed for commercial television
might not survive in a pay television market; and, if the com-
mercial system were unable to sustain the quality of its programs,
including news, lower income farmilies might have access to needed
information or entertainment only at a sacrifice.

In March 1975 the ¥CC announced new regulations for pay
cable television: (1) Pay television operators may bid on films less
than three years old or more than ten years old even if the pic-
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tures are under a non-exclusive contract to networks or stations.
(2) Pay television firms are required to maintain a public file in
which titles, dates ¢f showing, and the section of the rules per-
mitting the showing are listed. Also, any details of contracts to
networks or stations must be included. (3) The pay television
market size will be determined by the best signai coverage area
of local conventicnal stations carried on the system. (4) Although
pay television cannot carry specific events carried by broadcasters
within the preceding five years, such as bowl games, access to these
events under a formula was allowed.

Although these rules were liberalized somewhat from the
earlier ones, several cable firms announced plans to appeal the
rules in the courts. At the same time, cable companies made plans
to offer new program services on a pay basis beginning in the sum-
mer of 1975. Further, Home Box Office, a subsidiary of Time,
Inc., began a pay television network linked by cable systems in
the fall of 1975. Cable operators have depended on promise rather
than performance in selling their services. Hampered by FCC
restrictions and, in some states, by difficulties in raising their rates,
they nevertheless remain optimistic about the long-term prospects
of cable.

Cable and Crifics

Cable is an exciting financial opportunity for entrepreneurs
and offers potential benefits to the public in additional services.
But what is the role of critics in all of this? Should they remain
passive, reacting to programs delivered on cable in the same way
as those delivered on air? Or are there special considerations which
critics should give to the problems and potential of cable? The
latter is certainly the case—there are a number of concerns to
which critics should give their atiention.

1. Critics can make certain that the public is aware of. the con-
tents and imphlications of franchise agreements made between the
town.or city and the cable operator. Critics may compare them
to other agreements or seek comment on them by those wiin
experience in the field.

2. Critics can call attention to the public accoss channel provided
on the cable and provide critical response to the programs. Here,
since the performers are not professionals, an interesting question
of criteria emerges. The critics may perhaps find it useful to
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evaluate such programs in terms of their stated goals, rather than
compare them to the programs on public and commercial stations.
Critics may raise such gquestions ag: Who is using the public access
channel? Is the content of general interest or is it specialized?
What community problems or needs are not dealt with in public
access programming? Who pays for the cost of public access pro-
gramming? Are there unused program resources in the come
munity? "

3. The FCC required that each system reserve one channel for the

‘use of educational institutions. Critics might consider: Is the

channel uged? Are the offerings promoted? Who is responsible
for program decisions? To what extent are the education needs of
the community being met through this channel?

4, Each cable operator is required to maintain a local government
access channel. Concerning it, critics might ask: Do governmental
agencies or officials use the channel to their own advantage? Does
the local government make the best possible use of the channel?
What governmental problems might be solved or alleviated using
the channel? .

5. Are the non-program possibilities of the cable system explored
and utilized, or is the potential neglected? At the moment, for
financial reasons, neglect is the common practice, but the critic
will have a constructive role to play at some happier tims in the
future.

In summary, cable television is a system rather than a pro-
gram and may seem resistant to critical evaluation. However,
critics have a vital role to play in protecting the public interest
by insisting upon adequate performance by cable operators. New
program forms will call for new styles and criteria for evaluation.

. Critics can find their own horizons extended by the challenge of

evaluating “non-professional” programs. Finally, critics can
be an important information link between the audience and the
cable operator. New services will not be utilized unless an andience
is aware of them and knows how to use them. These issues should
provide sufficient difficulty to keep any critic busy for the fore-
seeable future,
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Suggested Readings

Adler, Richaird, and Walter S. Baer. Aspen Notebook: Cable and Con-
tinuing Education. New York: Praeger, 1973. Contains a usefui
bibliography that ranges beyond the topic of the book,

Adler, Richard, and Walter S. Baer. The Elecironic Box Office: Hu-
manities and Arts on the Cable. New York: Praeger, 1974. A
useful discussion of pay television, how it works, and how it re-
lates to minority program preferences.

Baer, Walter 8. Cable Television: A Handbook for Decision-Making.
New York: Crane-Russak, 1973. ‘Prepared by the National Seci-
ence Foundation as a citizen guide.

Cable Television Sourcebook 1975. Washington, I).C.: Broadeasting
Publications, Inc.

Federal Communications Commission. “Cable Television Service,
Cable Television Relay Service,” Federal Register, Vol. 37, No.
30, Part I, 1972

Herman W. Land Associates, Inc. Television and the Wired City.
Washington, 0.C.: Natmnal Association of Broadcasters, 1968.
Although the iHlustrations are badly dated, the discussion of di-
versity and how it c¢an be achieved provides much useful infor-
mation for discussion.

LeDue, Donzld R. Cable Television. A Selected Annotated Bibliog-
raphy. Falls Church, Virginia: ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading
and Communication Skills, Speech Module, SCA, 1975.

LeDue, Donald R. Cable Television and the FCC: A Crisis in Medig
Control. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1973. A thor.
ough and aceurate account of the FCCs cable policiea. It ap-
peared after the major changes and ig not seriously dated.

Newmun, Joseph, ed. Wiring the World: The Explosion in Communi-
cations. Washington, D.C.: Books by U.8. News and World Re-
port, 1971. A period piece that shows some of the thinking of the
suphoric period of cable expansion. It may be timely again, but,
even if not, it serves as a good statement of what m:lght be

_ achieved.

Phillips, Mary Alice Mayer. CATV: A History of Community An-
ma f{';éeszion. Evancton, Llinois: Northwestern University
S,

Paol, Ithiel de Sola. Talking Back: Citizen Feedback and Cable Tech-
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nology. Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1973. Contains
an interesting article by Martin Mayer on “Cable and the Arts”
and some information of a technical nature not readily available.

Rivkin, Steven R. Cable Television: A Guide to Federal Regulations.
Santa Monica, California;: Rand Corporation, 1973. The Rand
Corporation has produced a pumber of subsidized studies con-
cerning cable. An inguiry to them may bring a current list.

Sloan Commission on Cable Television. On the Cable: The Television
of Abundance. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1971. A good summary
of the potential of cable as seen in the late 1860s.

Smith, Ralph Lee. The Wired Nation: The Electronic Communications
Highway., New York: Harper and Row, 1972. A good survey
from the viewpoint of community interest, with a gocd bibliog-
raphy. :

Sterling, Christopher H. Mass Communications and Sociely. A Se-
lected Annotated Bibliography. Falls Church, Virginia: BRIC

Clearinghouse on KReading and Communication Skills, Speech
Module, SCA, 1975,
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Social Effects and the Criticism of Broadcasting

We noted earlier that critics often turn away from television
or radio programming and evaluate other aspects of the medium:
problems of control, program strategy, governmental regulation,
or access to the media. One of the concerns of those who do not
restrict themselves to the evaluation of programs involves the
_ effects that radio and television have on society.

This concern is not new. In the 1930s many people became
alarmed over the possibilities of political control when radio was
used by demagogues or those with skill in broadcasting. The
names associated with early political broadcasting read like a
roll call of controversial figures of the period: Dr. John Brinkley,
who ran for the governorship of Kansas after having his license
to practice medicine revoked; Huey Long, who ran for the gover-
norship of Louisiana on one of the earliest “media” campaigns;
Father Coughlin, who changed his support from Franklin Roosevelt
to Long and, for a“‘time, appeared to be a potent political force;
Roosevelt himself, whaose “fireside chats” could not be matched for
political effectiveness by any other political figure of his time;
and Adolf Hitler, one of the first totalitarians to use broadcasting
for domestic political control and as a weapon in foreign aggression.

The concern about the effects of such broadecasting led to a
great deal of research, much of it reported by Paul Lazarsfeld, a
pioneer in mass communication research, and his colleagues at
Columbia University. There were, of course, other reactions,
notably the formation of the Institute for Propaganda Analysis,
which operated on the assumption that clear thinking—the ability
to spot logical fallacies in broadcasts—was a defense against
propaganda. ’

If any single event dramatized the potential effects of radio,
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it was the adaptation of H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds broad-
cast by Orson Welles on his Mercury Theatre on Halloween night,
1938. Fortunately, Hadley Cantril, a sociologist, was preparing
an investigation of radio and wag able to gather information about
the effects of the hrnadcast. He veported that “at least a million
Americans became frightened and thousands were panic-stricken.”?
Both Cantril’s report and recordings of the original broadcast are
available for those interested in comparing the stimulus with a
report of the response.

Could such an event recur today? Cantril notes that “a
pattern of circumstances providing a matrix for high suggesti-
bility” is “by no means absent today” but that there are & number
of mitigating factors: there are more channels available for cross-
checking information; television dramas are less likely to be con-
fused with reality than are radio dramas, with their appeal to the
imagination; broadcasters are now aware of the potential social
damage that may occur, and they screen and pretest programs
with a potentia! for causing confusion. Nevertheless, a public
televigion broadcast in the spring of 1975 in which a student de-
scribed how an atomic bomb could be made with easily stolen
materials caused a ripple of alarm in the newspapers.

If there is a significant difference between 1938 and 1976,
it may be that concerns of media effects are now subtler. We are
concerned about such effects as alienation caused by the media and
urban isolation, the imitation of violent .acts on television by
children, continuing political control by those in power because of
their access to large budgets, and the development of inappropriate
dietary habits and, consequently, poor health because of a media-
induced preference for “fun foods” of little nutritional value.

1f these concerns are subtler, they are nevertheless the children
of the fears our parents originally had about the effects of movies
and radio. We suspect——we fear—that a major social force may be
operating under the control of a few program executives, political
figures, advertisers, ox government officials. Even more, we suspect
that a major social force may be operating without effective control
from any quarter.

In this chapter we will briefly consider the major current issues

1. Hadley Cantril, The Invasion from Mars {New York: Harper and
Row Torchbooks, 1966), p. vi.
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concerning the effects of broadcasting on children, viclence, politics,
and consumerism.

Broadcasting and Children: Antfisocial

It does credit to our society that there are widespread con-
cems about the effects of broadcasting on children. Perhaps the
most widely held concern is that television is a causal factor in
violence among children. So widespread was this concern that, in
the spring of 1969, Senator John Pastore asked the Surgeon
General to name a panel of distinguished persons to undertake
to identify what harminl effects, if any, television programs have
on children.

The result of the senator’s request was an inquiry which lasted
almost three years. The panel commissioned twenty-three research
projecis and many more technical papers and published what be-
came a controversial report, which reported that the committee had
found preliminary and tentative causal relations between television
violence and aggressive behavior. However, the connection was
too tentative to satisfy social scientists and was expressed with too
many qualifications to satisfy critics of the industry.

Three years after the Surgeon General’s report, Douglass Cater
and 3tephen Strickland published an extensive essay outlining the
“evolution” and “fate” of the Surgeon General’s report. It is fas-
cinating and easy reading, and it leads the reader to a question
which cannot be decided in social science terms: If some tele-
vision programs cause some children to act violently some of the
time, are we justified in eliminating all such content from all
children’s programs all of the time?

Other critics agree that there is too much violence in children’s
programs but point out that children also watch many programs
during adult viewing hours. If televised violence is socially un-
desirable, these programs must also be considered. Finally, if the
link between television and violence is tentative and preliminary,
what evidence is needed to justify a change in social policy.

Closely linked to concerns about television and violence are
those about television and delinquency. Numerous British re.
searchers, mentioned in the b bliography, have investigated this
matter and have reached conclusions as ambiguous as those
‘reached by the Surgeon General’s panel. Generally, the causes of
specific behaviors appear to be too complex to reduce intelligently
to a single cause. Nevertheless, television is a part of the environ-
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ment of those children who are violent and/or delinquent. Some
social scientists argue that all contributing facters in social change
should be considered as causal. From this point of view, television
is and will remain a problem for those concerned with the well-
being of children.

Underlying all questions of violence and children’s program-
ming, of course, is a First Amendment question. If the FCC
should, by rule or regulation, move to reduce televised violence, is
there any reason it should not move to reduce “undesirable”
political or religious content? The decision on how to protect
children within the limits of the First Amendment i8 a matter for
critics to ponder.

Television and Children: Pro-Social

Of course, not all of the effects of television on children are
antisocial. Television introduces children to new experiences. It
makes available a variety of role models. It brings them into
vicarious contact with the world outside without making the lin-
guistic or high-abstraction demands of the newspapers. There
have been attempts to use television to encourage pro-social be-
havior, notably in the programs produced by the Children’s
Television Workshop.

“Sesame Street” is, of course, the best-known example of pro-
socizl television. In it, short message units with specific instruc-
tional goals are combined with characters and puppets appealing
to children to make an unusually effective program. *“Sesame
Street” is unusual in one other way: it was one of the first programs
produced with audience research included as part of the production
mechanism. Normally, in broadcasting, research is done before
production to find out if there is a demand for a program and
after the program is aired to find out if it is successful. The
“Sesame Street’” producers used research at each step of the way to
find out if each unit was communicating effectively. The way in
which the show was produced is admirably described in Gerald
Lesser's Children and Television: Lessons from “Sesame Streeet,”
a book of immense value to anyone concerned with the use of
television for encouraging pro-social behavior.

The use of television or radio to support constructive behavior
ia not new, of course. For many years “Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood,”
the public television program produced in Pittsburgh; has dealt
with children with a respect, sensitivity, and fairness that is often
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lacking in children’s television—including those programs that are
“pro-social.” “Captain Kangaroo” is another unself-conscious at-
tempt to deal with children seriously and without ulterior in-
structional motives. - There are many others, of course, and the
critic can provide a service for both broadcasters and children by
making the issues and the role of broadcasters clear.

Children and Broadcasting: Advertising

Although most concern about television or radio and children
has been directed at the content of children’s programs, some
critics and researchers have been interested in the content and
effects of advertising for children. The concern centers on prob-
lem areas: nutrition and the development of a “sweet-tooth,”
which leads to undesirable dietary habits; the use of misleading
visual devices in toy advertising to create expectations that the
product will not satisfy; the failure to give full information about
products for children, such as the fact that batteries are not in-
cluded or that additional dresses for a doll may be costly; adver-
tisements that encourage children to “ask your mom?” for products;
the use of hosts who may be trusted by children to deliver com-
mercials; the over-representation of men in both programs and
commercials; and the total amount of commercial time in children’s
programs.

The issue is clear and simple: critics feel that children are
often exploited by broadcasters. But the evidence to support the
charge is hard to come by—advertisements change from season to
season, and information is soon out-of-date. There are, however,
some useful studies which have analyzed children’s advertising.
The best single source is Action for Children’s Television (46
Austin Street, Newtonville, Massachusetts, 02160). This or-
ganization maintains a library and can usually provide the latest
information in this changing field. As a benchmark and an indica-
tion of how the content of commercials can be analyzed, Charles
Winnick’s Children’s Television Commercials is invaluable. F.
Earle Barcus’s more recent work for A.C.T. provides a current
survey of children’s television.

Critics can make 2 useful contribution by noting abuses, by
comparing their community with data based on studies elsewhere,
and by helping to locate the elusive mean hetween no commercials
and consequently impoverished programs and exploitative com-
mercials which abuse the trust of children.
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Broadcasting and Politics

As we mentioned earlier, much of the concern about the
effects of broadcasting relates to its potential effect on voting be-
havior. The issute was raised in a sophisticated fashion in 1968
by Richard Nixon, whose successful campaign for the presidency
included widespread use of television and radio and use of advisers
who came from advertising backgrounds. Joe McGuiness, whose
book T'he Selling of the Presidency attacked tbe use of sales tools
in politics, argued that candidates might soon be packaged and
pretested much like “Sesame Street,” a new breakfast cereal, or a
new automobile design.

Curiously, Richard Nixon reversed bis strategy in 1972 and
won reelection by emphasizing radio and using television sparingly.
It was, once again, a sophisticated and effective strategy, but it
did not fit the 1968 stereotype. Nevertbeless, campaign con-
sultants familiar with tbe commercial uses of broadcasting con-
tinue to be employed by candidates.

Although tbe Watergate scandal and Nixon’s resignation
were the major political events of the early 1970s, television played
a surprisingly small part in those events. The television coverage
of the Senate inquiry into the burglary and coverup, which was
carried nationally during the summer of 1973, no doubt belped
to create public concern about events in Washington. Aside from
that coverage, however, Watergate did not relate to television,
nor did television appear to influence the course of events.

The major issues concerning politics and television that are of
interest to critics are:

1. Cbhanges in the 1968 Campaign Finance Law which relate to
the amounts of money which can be used for television or radio
campaigns. The law appeared to be so complex in administration
in the 1974 congressional campaigns that violations, some inad-
vertent, were frequent. The bill may be further amended before
the 1976 elections. The aim of the bill is clear: to assure that all
expenditures are reported and that no single candidate will have
a substantial advantage in broadcast campaigning. Critics will
have to observe political broadcasts and the reports of campaign
financing and determine for tbemselves whether the law is neces-
sary and effective.

2. Changes in Section 315 of the Communications Act of 1934
may make it possible for tbe major party candidates for tbe
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presidency to debate on television, as Kennedy and Nixon did in
1960. At the moment, Section 315 calls for equal time to be made
available to all qualified candidates for the office. This means that
all splinter party candidates have to be given time. Section 315
was suspended in 1960 and may be suspended again. If it were,
many of the fears that television allows candidates to hide behind
clever technicians could be dispelled. Debates provide an un-
equaliled opportunity to observe candidates under pressure. -

3. Campaign consultants continue to be a source of controversy.
Candidates obviously employ other specialists, and there is no
reason to deny them the services of skilled television or radio
producers. Their presence, however, does little to encourage the
public to believe that the candidates are spontaneous and open
in their campaigns.

The period 1968-1974 was a difficult one for those in television
news concerned with politics. Some political leaders, notably then
Vice President Spiro Agnew, attacked the networks as Eastern,
liberal, elitist, and indifferent to the interests of “the silent
majority.” Others, such as Joe McGuiness, criticized Agnew and
Nixon for managing the news and running slick media campaigns.
Although the latter group was attacking the Nixon administration,
not the media, the net effect of their criticism was to stimulate
suspicion of television.

Perhaps the greatest difficulty for the cntlc concerned with
politics and television is the abundance of predigested ideas avail-
able for repetition: News is managed by editors, we suspect. News
is managed by clever politicians because newscasters are lazy.
Campaign consultants can sell mediocre candidates, we have been
told. The prevalence c¢f such generalizations encourages lazy
thinking about the issues. The task for critics is to remain true
to their own expenence and the data they can gather about events
elsewhere and to minimize their dependence on generalizations.

The Other Effects of Broadcasting :

Radio and television have been identified as causal in a variety
of social situations. It has been suggested that the black 'fevolu-
tion was stimulated by the pictures of abundance viewed daily in
the homes of the poor; that regional differences are minimized by
television; that radio served as a tribal drum that unified a gen-
eration in the 1960s; that radio can be used to influence musical
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tastes; that children learn to read earlier because of television;
that television news has helped to make a better informed public
than formerly existed; that television news performs a disservice
by giving viewers superficial coverage of events; that television
distracts viewers from satisfactions they might achieve in ‘1i+r
real lives by occupying their time with empty fantasies: {havr
advertising on radio and television—as well as on billboaxls, .
magazines and newspapers, and so on—}ias helped create a nation
of consumers. .

Most of these charges seem to have sufficient validity that
the response to them is usually uncritical. Yet the evidence to
support the charges that such effects occur is surprisingly difficult
to find. The more researchers look for proof that television causes
violence, alienation, drug abuse, or consumerism, the more they
find that these problems are related to many facters in today’s
environment, of which television is only one.

Critics have responded to this difficulty——that television and
radio seem to be part of most social problems but are the primary
or sole cause of none—in two ...ferent ways. Some have argued
that television, particularly, should be treated as if it were causal.
If the content of broadcasting is changed, they argue, other changes
in the society may follow.

This was the strategy behind the attempt by the Surgeon
General to popularize awareness of the link between cigarette
smoking and cancer. By removing pro-smcking commercials from
television and replacing them with (& lesser number of) anti-
smoking spots, it was hoped that the increase in cigarette smoking
could be reversed. Unfortunately, television was apparently not
sufficiently causal to bring about the desired change. Cigarette
smoking has increased, both in absolute numbers and as a per-
centage of the population, since the advertising was removed from
television.

Nevertheless, the inclination to treat television and radio as
causal agents of social change persists. Perhaps this is because
broadcasting, which is subject to federal regulation, iz more sus-
ceptible to pressure than other institutions which might also be
considered “causal.”

Other critics have argued that the effects of radio and televi-
sion are so far-reaching that we do not have instruments capable of
measuring the changes. The leading exponent of this view was
Harold A. Innis, a Canadian economic historian, who argued that
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changes in communication—from land te sea, or from stone cutting
to paper—revolutionize a society. Marshall McLuhan developed
and elaborated Innis’s insight in a series of publications that have
baffled, frustrated, and delighted a generation of readers.

McLuhan may be frustrating to some because he views many
liberal reforms. as merely retrograde. Commercials, he once sug-
gested, are the most interesting, the most visual, and the most
innovative use to which television has been put. If that is so,
why bother attempting to decrease the amount of commercials on
television? : '

McLuhan has also noted that, from Abrahamn Lincoln to
William Jennings Bryan, politics was dominated by people who
excelled in public speaking. 1f our age is to be led by people who
excel in the use of radio and television, why worry? Each age and
culture produces leaders who excel in the media and styles dom-
inant in the period. This ability to “see through” problems, to
regard many soberly debated “issues’ as merely hang-ups left over
from an age of print, frustrates television critics who would like
to make it respectable in a more traditional way.

McIahan is difficult to paraphrase. His style is elliptical and
he speaks in parables—h¢ circles his conclusion rather than march.
ing up to it in an Aristotelian progression. McLuhan also compli-
cates matiers by claiming to be neither scientist nor critic, while
simultaneously writing about science and criticism.

With that sober caveat, let us spend a moment on two of
McLuhan’s principal contributions to the consideration of the ef-
fects of television and radio. His first contribution was to make
us aware of the importance of the medium. Before McLuhan, it
was common for critics to report a speech heard and a speech read
in a newspaper as the same event. McLuhan pointed out that the
importance of tone, audience response, pace, and inflection are
minimized when a speech is reduced to print. Conversely, argu-
ment, evidence, and logical chains are emphasized when a speech
is reported in print. Although earlier critics acknowledged that
the medium influenced the message in the way that a rusty pipe
colors the water that flows through it, McLuhan led the radical
critique in arguing that the medium is at least as important—
perhaps more important—than the message flowing through it.
They are, he argued, inseparable,

This insight is no longer radical, though often neglected.
People feel uneasy if they admit that they often watch television,
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not to get news or because they like specific programs but because
they like to watch television. Perhaps a print illustration will make
the point. 1 sometimes have to wait for a train when I go home
after work. Standing at the platform, I often read want.ads in
which I have no interest and obituaries about people who were
unknown to me. Psychologists call this input-seeking behavior.
I read simply because it’s more pleasant than not reading. In the
same way, many people watch television because it’s more pleasant
than not watching television. McLuhan was one of the first to
observe this phenomenon.

1f the medium is of crucial importance, the effects of the
medium must be of considerable importance to a society. In
Understanding Media, McLuhan elaborates his analysis of the
effects of several media, including print (his Guienberg Galaxy is
devoted to it), the bicycle (which led to the airplane), the tele-
graph {which destroyed the crusading editor), the telephone, the
movies, radio, and television.

McLuhaw's second contribution to broadcasting was to note
that art is environment consciously regarded. Laurel and Hardy
movies were environment for one generation of viewers, but art

for the next generation, which regarded their conventional variety

show antics as sophisticated comic art. Campbell’s soup cans were
environment until Andy Worhol made the world conscious of their
design. Coke bottles, automobiles, Ed Sullivan, and Ozzie and
Harriett are all potentially art if our environment is regarded as
an assortment of objets d’art. In this, McLuhan is merely par-
ticipating in the twentieth-century revolution in literature and the
arts. He was, however, the first and the only prominent critic of
broadcasting to view the media as linked to the intellectual revo-

Jutions of our time. For many, the presclence and popularity of

McLuhan’s writing has made him something of a prophet (profit).
In short, he remains unique and controversial among writers con-
cerr2d with broadcasting.

More than any other critic, McLuhan has sensed the scale on
which media effects may operate. While others studied the cffects
of the circulation of a metropolitan newspaper upon local news.
papers, McLuhan was concerned with the effect of mass communi-
cation upon our sense of the importance of local politics, of com-

. munity and nation. While others worried if the use of television

and film production devices changed the “message” in a political
broadcast, McILuhan.was interested in the way in which television
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was changing the expectations people have of political leaders and
of the ways in which they might participate in political decisions.
1f by “sertous criticism’” we mean the paying of attention to large
issues rather than temporary problems, to the implications of an
idea rather than its immediate application, McLuhan qualifies as
one of the few serious critics of broadcasting.

McLuhan’s approach may be particularly useful in dealing with
the productions of those interesied in experimental video: the use
of studio or portable equipment for personal expression, for experi-
mentstion to discover what &esthetic achievements are possible,

. or for the expression of ideas or experiences which fall outside the
content of conventional broadcasts, whether public or commercial.
At the moment the centers of experimental video are New York
and Los Angeles, but experimentation ocenrs wherever sommeone
with an imaginative grasp of the possibilities of the medium has
free time and access to facilities. McLuhan’s willingness to let go
of conventional standards, his intellectual laissez-faire-ism, are
applicable to all broadcasts. He is, however, the only major critic
to provide a working vocabulary and a critical stance useful in
understanding productions in which such conventional criteria as
“equal time,” “balance,” “social effects,” and similar concepts are
irrelevant.

The Effects of Studying Effects

Television is used and evaluated, in *his country and most
others, strategically. Someone usually has an interest in promoting
a product, a political idea, a career, or a sport. Televigion is al-
most never innocent. It seldom exisis te be merely entertaining
or beautiful. Some producers and critics have argued that it should
be free from commerce, but even in counfries with government-
sponsored systems, television and radio usually serve the interests
of those who identify with the controlling ideology of the society.

Perhaps the reason television is used strategically is that it is
a potentially powerful social weapon, and those who control it
control power. Or perhaps it is simply because a television system
is enormously expensive, and it must meet the perceived needs of
' large numbers of people if it is to receive their financial support.
Whatever the reason, television and the radio are usually thought
of strate, .ally, in terms of their capacity for bringing about bene-
ficial or harmful social change. The system is evaluated by its
social effects, proven or suspected.

"J
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In a pluralistic society, different groups will have different
interests and conflict will inevitably result. Some groups favor the
growth of consumerism; others, the growth of consumption. Some

. will be alarmed at the potential effects of the media in causing

violence; gthers will be indifferent to them. Since social concepts
are essentially contestible, each group will attempt to define the
desirability or undesirability of the effects of broadcasting in terms
of its own ideology.

Given that a healthy pluralistic society handles its conflicts
by understanding, critics have an important function to perform—
to help their audiences understand who benefits from one analysis
of media effects, and who from another. By analyzing the charges
and evidence, critics can remind their audiences that the charges
of media effects usnally outdistance the evidence by an unhealthy
margin.
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Suggested Readings

Politics and Broadcasting

Chester, Edward W. Radio, Television and American Politics. New
York: Sheed and Ward, 1969. A historical overview of broad-
casting and politics from the twenties to 1968. A useful back-
ground text.

Hiebert, Ray; Rchbert F. Jones; John Lorenz; and Ernest A. Lotito.
Political Image Merchants: Strategies for the Seventies. Wash-
ington, D.C.: Acropolis Books, Ltd., 1974. A useful series of
articles dealing with the 1972 campaign, ethical problems in
televised politics, pelling, and “image making.”

Lang, Kurt, znd Gladys Engle Lang. Politics end Television. Chicago:
Quadrangle Books, 1968. A collection of papers pointing to the

) difference between reality and the televised image and its political

&  consequences. Not a recent book, but the issues are basic.

McGuiness, Joe. The Selling of the Presidency, 1968. New York: Tri-
dent Press, 1969. A first-person narrative of hig coverage of the
1968 Nixon campaign. The worst did not come to pass, but Mc-
Guiness suggests potentiz’ abuses which result from use of cam-
paign consultants.

Mickelson, Sig. The Electric Mirror. New York: Dodd, Mead, and
Company, 1972. One of the few scholars who feels that “televi-
sion really hasn’t had much effect on the national political con-
vention.” A moderate inquiry, worth reading alongside Mec-
Guiness. -

Rubin, Bernard. Political Television. Belmont, California: Wads-
worth Publishing Company, 1967. A thoroughly documented
narrative history of television’s involvement with politics, 1960-
66. A useful source book.

Broadcasting and Children: Pro-Social Messages

Yesser, Gerald 8. Children and Television. New York: Random
House, 1974. An analysis of how “Sesame Street” came about
writien by one of the participants. Usgeful for analyzing that
program or for considering the design of potential future pyo-
grams.

Broadcasting and Children: Advertising

Winnick, Charles; Lorne G. Williamson; Stuart F. Chuzmir; and Mari-
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ann Perzella Winnick, Children's Television Commercials, A
Conitent Analysis. New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973. A use-
ful analysis, together with a methodology that could be used in
other places. Identifies devices used jn commercials and provides
categories for analysis.

Barcus, F, Earle. Television in the After-School Hours. Newtonville,
Masgsachusetts: Action for Children’s ‘Televigion, 1975. Much of
the best material in this category is in report form rather than
books. ‘The reader may be best dirrrted to Action for Children’s
Television where copies may be -.ailable for purchase. Among
other reports available when this was prepared were studies of
children’s television commercials by Scott Ward and Alan Pearce.

Barcus, ¥. Earle. Weekend Children’s Television. Newtonville, Mas-
sachusetts: Action for Children’s Television, 1975.

Broadcasting and Children: Violence

Baker, Robert K., and Sandra J. Ball. Mass Media and Violence. A
staff report to the National Commission on the Causes and Pre-
vention of Vicolence. Volume 9. Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1969. A collection of materials that provide am-
munition for both sides of the controversy.

Cater, Douglass, and Stephen Strickland. TV Violence and the Child.
New York: Russell S8age Foundation, 1974. A useful history of
the Surgeon General’s report and its subsequent fate. Provides
useful insights into the difficulties of relating social science to
public policy.

Halloran, J. D.; R. I. Brown; and D. C. Chaney. Television and De-
linquency. Leicester, England; Leicester University Press, 1970.
Distributed in the United Staies by Humanities Press, New York.
A balanced overview of the subject in an English setting. No
similar study of the problem in an American setting is available.

Millgram, Stanley, and R. Lauice Shotland. Television and Antisocial
Behavior. New York: Academic Press, 1973. A series of experi-
ments are reported in which atiempts were made to stimulate
aggressive behavior. A fascinating series of studies that have
been underreported.

Schramm, Wilbur; Jack Lyle; and Edwin B. Parker. Television in the
Lives of Our Children. Palo Alto, California; Stanford University
Press, 1961, A pioneering study of children and television; pro-
vides a benchmark for current discussion.

Telzision and Growing Up: The Impact of Televised Violence. Report
to the Surgeon General of the United States Public Health Ser-
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vice from the Surgeon General’s Scientific Advisory Commitiee
on Television and Social Behavior. Washington, D.C.: Goverr-
ment Printing Office, 1971. The document that pointed to “fenta-
tive” causal relations between television and viclence and became
"the subject of Cater and Strickland’s book. -

Other Effects

Bower, Robert T. Television gnd the Public. Holt, Rinchart and Wins-
ton, 1973. A survey of surveys, including ten-year comparisons in
attitudes toward television. A reference vook rather than a text,
of considerable usefulness.

Caniril, Hadley. The Invasion from Mars. New York: Harper Torch-
books, 1966. The classic study of media effects. Useful in con-
junction with the recording of Qrson Welles’ Mercury Theatre
program.

Crosby, Harry H., and George R. Bond. The McLuhan Explosion.
New York: American Book Company, 1968. A collection of re-
views of McLuhaw’s books that leave the reader amused and
bewildered.

McLuhan, Marshall. The Gutenberg Galaxy. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1962, The best analysis of how print influenced
the consciouisness, language, and development of Western Europe.

McLuhan, Marshall. The Mechanical Bric. . Boston: Beacon Press,
1951. A campy tour of pop culture by a guide who is aware of
its mythic function for audiences.

McLuhan, Marshall. Through the Vanishing Point. With Herley
Parker. New York: Harper and Row, 1968. A seriezs of probes
and puns, including a valuable essay, “The Emperor’s New
Clothes.” In this study, he points out the path taken by painters
who have moved from a single point of view t0 a more inclusive
aesthetic.

McLuhan, Marshall. Understanding Media. New York: McGraw-Hill,
1964. His most intelligible and unsurpassed study of television,
radio, film, etc.

Schwartz, Tony. The Responsive Chord. Garden City, New York
Anchor Books, 1974. An analysis of how radio and television m-
fluence us, by a producer with a McLuhan consciousness.
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Beyond the Wasteland

On May 9, 1961, Newton N. Minow, then Chairman of the
Federal Communications Commission, spoke before the National
Association of Broadcasters. He invited the broadcasters to view
their television stations from sign-on to sign-off. “I assure you,”
he said, “that you will observe a vast wasteland.”

The phrase was quickly reported by the press and became
a catch-word in popular discussions of television. The echo of
the despair expressed in Eliot’s poem attracted intellectuals who
found it an apt summary of their disdain of the new medium.

Minow, went on to identify the causes of the wasteland:
the pursuit of ratings, the need to hold mass audiences, the high
cost of programs, the need for programs, the demands of adver-
tisers. His analysis was less widely reported, however, than the
catchy title of his speech and his threatening words that “there
is nothing permanent or sacred about a broadcast license.”

That speech may serve as a freeze-frame of the period: one
of President Kennedy’s brightest appointees speaking out against
things as they were and in favor of balance, the serving of many
interests, quality programs, and public broadcasting.

Nearly fifteen years have passed since that speech, and it
seems curiously elitist in its concern with quality, and suprisingly
current in identifying the issues that are still unresolved: concen-
tration of control, the cost of programs, the concern with ratings,
and the tyranny of majority taste and the networks. Other bright
and liberal commissioners have served on the FCC and, in some
cases, led it, but the problems remain.

Why, one may ask, have some issues remained constant over
such a comparatively long period of time? One reason is that the
underlying problems, such as the high cost of television program
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production, have remained obstacles to those who would change
the system. As long as production costs are high, television pro-
grams will have to be seen by large numbers of people—either
at one time or as a sum of many reruns—in order to keep the
cost-per-viewer reasonably low. This leads inevitably to a con-
cern with maximizing audience size.

Some problems remain because of false analyses of their
causes. Advertisers were often accused of using their influence
to agsure that bland programs which presented noncontroversial
settings for commercials dominated the schedules of networks
and stations. As advertisers withdrew from program-length spon-
sorship and merely bought short spot annouricements in programs,
however, the quality of the programs did not change to any great
degree.

If the sponsors were not to blame, some argued, it must be
the “three men in New York”—one at each network—who are
responsible for necwork program decisions. But, when prime eve-
ning time was returned to local stations because of the Prime
Time Access Rule, programming did not improve in most markets.
Game shows were offered by local broadeasters more often than
any other kind of program. Concentration of control, though
perhaps undesirable for other reasons, did not appear to be the
cause of mediocrity. ,

And go television remains a conundrum, a puzzle, and a frus-
tration to the critic. Why do so many people remain loyal audi-
ence members of a medium which seis so low a standard of
excellence?

The problem is not uniquely American. In the United King-
dom, despite a nearly forty-year monopoly by the British Broad-
casting Corporation, which set about self-consciously to raise pub-
lic taste, audience interest in popular music and light television
programming resulted in the introduction of alternative services
in both radio and television. England presents a particularly in-
teresting puzzle for those interested in public taste, because the
Labor Party, which draws itz support from those who are in
the majority in ermmercial program audiences, has opposed the
growth of the commercial system for economic reascns.

1t may be that the cultivation of excellence in broadcasting
can only be achieved if programs and delivery systems are financed
independently of audience preferences, but, in an age character-
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ized by increasing populism, such solutions are not likely to be
well received.

What Happened to Excellence?

Although we have emphasized the constancy of some prob-
lems, such as the concernm with audience size or program cost,
there have been imporiant changes in the ways in which crit-
icism of broadcasting is phrased. Perhaps the most important is
the change from a concern with quality, which was widespread
in the 1950s and 1960s, t0 a concern with effects.

The concern with effects has had two results. As was men-
tioned earlier, critics have often talked about the negative of-
fects: imitative violence, stereotyping of minorities, and the ma-
nipulation of children by advertisers. The result of this interest
in effects has been censorious. Pressure groups attempt to elim-
inate the programs which produce, or may produce, the undesired
effect.

Others, also concerned with effects, have emphasized the
possibilities inherent in radio and television for bringing about
pro-social effects. The result has been such programs as “Sesame
Street,” which has been widely praised for bringing about acceler-
ated learning of letters. “Zoom” has been praised for presenting
desirable models of personal relations which may be imitated by
viewers. “Feeling Good” was an attempt to improve the health and
nutrition of audience members by presenting information and
models for imitation.

Although public television producers are more concerned
with pro-social effects because their funding agencies are inter-
ested in such possibilities, commercial broadcasters have also
been interested in determining if their programs have pro-social
effects. “Fat Albert,” for instance, was the object of an investi-
gation to determine what kinds of “messages” were perceived by
me+abers of the audience.

The concern with effects is interesting because of the reg-
ulatory problems it raises. It is the 1970s coroliary of the prob-
lem raised by the ‘“‘wasteland” speech: Who, we argued then,
was to determine what was qualitatively desirable? For the
seventies the problem is, Who should determine what kinds of
effects should be encouraged or discouraged—the audience, by
voting with its on-off switch; regulatory agencies, responding
to a variety of pressure groups; or broadcasters, responding to
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audiences, funding groups (whether commercial or foundation or
governmentsl), and their long-range concern with keeping their
licenszes? o

The Matural Relation

Philosopher Stanley Cavell, explaining why he wrote & book
about film, wrote that for twenty-five years going to films was
a normal part of his week. It would, he said, ‘no more have
occurred to me to write & study of movies than to write my
autobiography.”!

Having written the book, he wondered, “What broke my
natural relation to movies?” The estrangement from a medium
which finds its expression in the need to philosophize about it
is & common experience in the popular. arts. The dominance of
the newspaper in the nineteenth centwry was followed by an in-
terest in the organization, functions, and effects of the press that
has resulted in a rigorous academic field of study. Similarly, the
discovery that the movies attended uncritically by & generation
were interesting to analyze resulted in the explosion of film books,
magazines, and criticism in the 1980s. Something, as Cavell oh-
served, happened to break the natural relation.

Marshall McLuhan has noted the hreakdown of the “natural
relation” and described it in different terms. He argues that
those things sbout which we are not self-conscious—movies in
the thixties, coke bottles in the forties—are “envirohment.” When
we become self-conscious of our reactions to them, they become
“art.” One function of the artist is to shatter the natural re-
lation, to make us agware of the quality of everyday products
(Andy Worhol or Claes Oldenberg), sounds (John Cage), or
clothes (the unsung genius who noticed that blue jeans have
visual and tactile qualities and take on something of the experi-
ence of the wearer). Blue jeans, urban sounds, motorcycle en-
gines, and Coca Cola hottles were once environment. The natural
relation was broken, however, and these things are now considered
art.

Most people retain their natural relation to television. Al-
though viewers give token support to charges of mediocrity, they

1. Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed (New York: Viking Press,
1971}, p.ix.
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continue to view repetitive programs. Although they are con-
cerned about effects, they continue to view programs containing
representations of . reality that are violent and that emphasize
dominance and conflict. Radio and television may be arts to
the minority that is self-conscious—*“Star Trek” freaks and old
radio show bufls—but for most people it was never a wasteland
and they are not -yet arts. It is the role of critics to break the
natural relation, to raise the self-consciousness of viewers and
listeners.

The Problems of Plenitude

Although the issues in broadeast criticism bave been rel-
atively constant, -aside from the change from a concern with
quality to a concern with effects, there has brrd a quiet rev-
olution in the industry. Where ohce the American public was
served by less than a thousand AM radio stations, there are
now more than five thousand AM, FM, UHT -television and VHF-
television stations. The number of channels of information avail-
able to us has increased more than fivefold and has added the
dimensions of sight, color, and stereo sound.

This radical increase in service has attracted little attention
because the largest prime-time audience has remained faithful to
network television. However, AM radio audiences have recovered
from the low levels of the 1950s (after the introduction of tele-
vision), and FM radio is rapidly increasing the size of the audi-
ence it serves. Cable television offers a future in which the
number of channels may be further increased.

In the recent past the FCC has followed policies aimed at
preventing a breakdown of the dominant commercial broadcast
services. A breakthrougb, rather than a breakdown, in commu-
nication services may be approaching. The ways in which this
plenitude is used will be a major issue for critics in the near
future. Of immediate concern is the role of the FCC. Should
it protect the established services or encourage cable, satellite,
laser, or other distribution systems?

Boyond the Wasteland

We began by suggesting that Newton Minow’s comments on
the “wasteland” could serve as a tableauz of the 1960s. It was
the age of big cars, big networks, big advertising budgets, and
big regulatory agencies. Liberal reformers, from Newton Minow
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to Nicholas Johnson, made little perceptible change in the pol-
icies or contents of American broadeasting.

What les ahead? Will the same issues be raised by future
reformers, or will there be a radically different system with dif-
ferent problems? Honesty and modesty make it necessary to
attach a disclaimer to any discussion of the future—it simply
is impossible to know. Yet there are some trends which deserve
the atterition of critics:

1. Minority groups have been demanding more program services
keyed to their spccial interests and more participation in pro-
gram planning and production. It is likely that such demands
will continue and that future programming will be tailored fo
specialized audiences. As the number of channels increases, will
some be dedicated to such services?

2. Although the concern with meeting minority needs and the
concern with effects may result in greater attention to program
design, is there reasod to assume that quality—aesthetic and in-
tellectual—will be a primary concern of either broadcasters or
audiences?

3. As program design becomes mwore sophisticated and planners
become more efficient in eliciting the effects they want, will civil
libertarians call our attention to the manipulative power of those
in control of the media? The policy problems in this field will
be both complex and important.

4. As each change has occurred in broadcasting technology—
FM, color, video tape recording——the existing institutions have
been mcorporated in the new servlce. As additional channels
result in new mstltut:ons and servwes, will existing institutions
use their power to ensure their role in the evolving system?

All of the observations listed above are modest and con-
servative in the sense that they assume the continuity of society
in approximately the form that we know it. There are other fac-
tors which may move the social ground upon which the ~ommu-
nication system is built.

For instance, there is a widespread renewal of interest in
religion and its relation to everyday life. This interest often oc-
curs outside established religions and takes the form of studies
in Yoga, participation in the Human Potential Movement, or
the reading of sacred texfs from- cther cultures. This interest
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has had little effect on our public life because it exists largely in
small organizations: a group of friends, a class, or a popular
book by an anthropologist about his exploration of the uses of
peyote by Indians. Such interests and activities may seem so-
cially negligible, but they are widespread.

Many splinter groups, with a substantial audience among
the young, are challenging the separation of the religions from
other institutions in public life. Secularization has been one of
the concepts which freed scientific, corporate, and university life
from the shackles of the past. Theodore Roszak has argued,

Now all this is changing. There is a strange, new radicalism
abroad which refuses to respect the conventions of gecular
thought and value, which insists on making the v1310nary
powers a central peint of political reference.®

This thrust toward integrating vision and everyday life is
new. It is easy to dismiss. But let us imagine some possible
consequences if large numbexs of people followed the path toward
a society imbued with religious values. One might expect the
concept of objectivity in instifutional planning to be sacrificed
for the immediate needs of those concermed with it. The “new
journalism” of the 1960s challenged the concept of objectivity,
and advocacy—formally acknowledged rather than implied advo-
cacy—is now more common. What if broadecast journalists, in
large numbers, abandoned objectivity as a goal and made an ef-
fort to report the “truth” of their own experiences of events?
Can we imagine the production of an advertisement as a religious
exercise in which the aim is to bring about as total as possible
a disclosure between the maker of a product and the consumex?

One slips into parody attempting to describe future models
for communication systems. But “new historians” are arguing for
the validity of the subjective experience of history, and “new
economists” are arguing that economic values cannot—perhaps
should not—be objectified at the expense of the subjective ex-
perience of the people concerned. Perhaps we are experiencing a
humanizing of nineteenth-century social, economic, and religious
views in which vision and reality were separated. Perhaps we
are experiencing the early tremors of a larger seismic disturbance.

2. Theodore Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends (Garden Clty, New
York: Doubleday & Company, 1972), pp. xxi-xxii. )
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We are now at the far side of the wasteland. The Great
Society and the war which blossomed with it are behind us. What
lies beyond the wasteland is unknown. Whatever communication
systems develop must fit the society of that future time. It is
the job of critics to note where they fit and where they pinch.
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" Afterword

The criticism of radio and television in the United States
developed at the sarae time as public awareness of the vast bud-
gets, audiences, and possible effects of broadcasting. As a conse-
quence, American critics, with occasicnal rotable exceptions, have
been less interested in the quality of the programming and its
cultural role than in the issues and celebrities which have provided

- readers for their work.

It does not hav: to be this way. Gilbert Seldes has suggested
ways in which specific programs may be considered as illusirations
of larger issues. But the widespread concern with the current,
the topical, may in itself prove fatal to criticism. By emphasizing
a series of seemingly discrete issiis as they appear, the critic may
miss the assumptions underlying shem all.

Raymond Williams, the English critic, has written that most
criticism fallg into two categories. The first is technological deter-
minism, which assumes that technological innovations are causes
of social change (the automobile caused the growth of suburbs;
the printing press caused modern, bureaucratic, literate society;
the transistor caused the development of youth culture; etc.).t
The second, symptomatic technology, “appears” less deterministic
because it assumes that technological changes are the symptoms
of large-scale changes determined by other forces. Criticism of
American broadcasting can be neaily pigeon-holed into Williams’s
two categories: those who argue that television i8 the cause of
social change (rising crime, divorce rates, etc.) rnd those who see

1. Raymond Williams, Technology agnd Crltu:ui Form (New York:
Schocken Books, 1975), p. 13,
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radio and television as symptoms of a society characterized by in-
creasing alienation, passivity, and rootlessness.

Williams suggests that it is possible to establish a third critical
position. Communication technologies, he argues, were intention-
ally developed in response to problems perceived in many different
countries.

The decisive and earlier iransformation of industrial production,
and its new social forms, which had grown out of a long history
of capital accumulation and working technical improvement,
created new needs but also new possibilities, and the communi-
cations svstems, down to television, were their intrinsic outcome.”

One need not accept Williams’s conclusions to appreciate his
major contribution: he has stepped back from “the issues” and
transcended the smaller guestions by framing them in a larger
one. Rather than asking, “Does television cause violence?’ or “Is
violence on television a symptom of violence elsewhere in the so-
ciety?” he asserts, “If we are to begin to approach any real study
of effects, we shall have to return to a scientific consideration of
causges.’”?

This kind of meta-criticism (the criticism of criticism) is lack-
ing on the American scene. We badly need critics who are able not
only to deal with the issues raised earlier in this paper but to
frame those issues in larger cultural criticism.

If meta-critics are concerned with framing and evaluating the
issues of the day in a larger context, there is another kind of crit-
icism which relates radio and television to issues which transcend
the media and the day, perhaps even the age. Iet us, for conve-
nience, call it “transcendent criticism * Such critics might begin
with a general concern and relate it vo the media. For instance,
sociologist Robert Nisbet has written,

Pluralist society is free society exactly in proportion to its ahil-
ity to protect as large a domain as possible that is governed
by the informal, spontaneous, custom-derived, and tradition-
sancticned habits of the mind rather than by the dictates, how-
ever rationalized, of government and judiciary. Law is vital—
formal, statute law-—but when every relationship in society
becomes a potentially legal relationship, expressed in adversary

2, Ibid, p. 19.
3. Ibid, p. 122.
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fashion, the very juices of the social bond dry up, the social
impulse atrophies.

1f we refer back to the chapter concerning public policy and
ask not only, for instance, “Will the Fairness Doctrine assure that
a variety of viewpoints wiil be broadcast?” but also, “What are the
cnnsequences of turning to a regulatory agency for a determination
on the age-old probiem of fairness?” we will transcend the guestion
of the day by framing it in a larger context. There has been some
criticism of this sort in America, related to such issues as racial
integration and the Vietnam War. The need for it, however, is
much larger than the supply.

This paper has been organized around the critical issues of
the day in broadcasting. These are, after all, the matters which
hold our attention from day to day. If the reader, or fledgling
eritic, not only deals with the issues but questions whether they
are issues (meta-criticism) or relates them to larger and more dur-
able concerns (transcendent criticism), the result will be both bet-
ter understanding of television and insight into the culture in which
we participate.

4. Robert Nisbet, The Twilight of Authority (New York: Oxford Unl-
versity Press, 1975), p. 240.
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